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Monsters, hybrid beasts, and animals in Renaissance art have, until recently, received 
little iconographic attention. This dissertation examines the unprecedented transformation of 
centaur imagery in Italian Renaissance art. The centaur, a mythological beast half-man and half-
horse, was ascribed a savage nature from antiquity through the Middle Ages and into the 
Renaissance. Although negative representations of this creature were never entirely eradicated, 
the years 1480 to 1535 witnessed a dramatic shift in centaur iconography from savage to 
civilized beast. My study argues that the centaur’s transmutation resulted from the thriving 
humanist culture of Renaissance Italy and widespread interest in the philosophy of 
Neoplatonism. Utilizing a database comprising two hundred and ninety-one centaur images 
between 1300 and 1600, this dissertation demonstrates the flourishing of the cultured centaur 
type, as well as the decline in such imagery. By 1535, as the Counter-Reformation spread 
throughout Italy and interest in pagan ideals diminished, the image of the civilized centaur also 
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0.1 Unknown Italian artist, lintel displaying dragon, lion, mermaid, St. Michael, centaur, 
 griffin, and dragon, c. 1070. Sculpture. Church of San Michele in Foro, Lucca. 
0.2 Phidias, detail of centaur and Lapith, from the Centauromachy, 447-438 BCE. Marble. 
 South metope, Parthenon. British Museum, London. 
0.3 Greek, Centauromachy, c. 460 BCE. Marble. West pediment, Temple of Zeus, Olympia. 




1.1 Maestro delle Vele, Allegory of Obedience, from Franciscan Allegories, c. 1310-20. 
Lower Church of Assisi, Italy. 
1.2 Italian (Sienese), St. Anthony predella panels, c. 1355-88. Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
1.3 Pietro Nelli, St. Anthony Meets a Centaur, c. 1370s. In situ, Le Campora, Florence.  
1.4 Florentine artist, St. Anthony Abbot, Centaur, and Satyr, c. 1475-1500. Lost work. 
1.5 Bicci di Lorenzo, St. Anthony Cycle: (left) St. Anthony, St. Paul, and the Centaur; (right) 
The Raven Brings Bread to Saints Anthony and Paul. c. 1421-36. In situ, Church of San 
Antonio, Pescia, Italy.  
1.6 Roberto d’Oderisio, St. Anthony Abbot, St. Paul, and the Centaur, c. 1350. Morgan 
Library and Museum, New York. 
1.7 Tuscan artist, Centaur Pharmacy Jar, 14th c. Maiolica. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 
England.  
1.8 Attributed to Niccolò di Tommaso, St. Anthony and the Centaur, c. 1370-1410. Fresco. In 
situ, Basilica of Santissima Annunziata, Florence. 
1.9 Agnolo Gaddi, St. Anthony Meets the Centaur, c. 1386. Fresco. In situ, Sta. Croce, 
Florence.  
1.10 Martino di Bartolomeo di Biagio, St. Anthony Tormented by Demons and Meeting the 
Centaur, c. 1390s. Tempera on panel. Lost work.  
1.11 Master of the Osservanza/Sano di Pietro, The Meeting of Saint Anthony and Saint Paul, c. 
1430/35. Tempera on panel. National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC.  
1.12 Benedetto di Montagna, St. Anthony Abbot and the Centaur, c. 1535. Oil on panel. Thos. 
Agnew & Sons, London.  
1.13 Benedetto di Montagna (?), St. Anthony Abbot on His Journey, c. 1535. Oil on panel. 
Palazzo Thiene, Vicenza.  
1.14 Albrecht Dürer, The Monstrous Pig of Landser, c. 1496. Engraving. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. 
1.15 Benedetto di Montagna, The Adoration of the Holy Trinity with the Virgin Mary and St. 
John the Baptist, c. 1535. Oil on canvas. Musei Civici, Pinacoteca, Vicenza. 








2.1 Giuliano da Sangallo, Parthenon with details of the Centauromachy, copy after Ciriaco 
 d’Ancona, from Libro di disegni di Giuliano da Sangallo, c. 1480s. Drawing. Biblioteca 
 Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican  City. 
2.2 Milan, Unknown artist, Metamorphoses: Book 12, Lapiths fighting Centaurs, 1446. 
 Illuminated manuscript. Morgan Library and Museum, New York. 
2.3 Giovanni di Fano, Lapith and Centaur, from Basinio de' Basini's Hesperides, c. 1462-65. 
Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican City. 
2.4 Roman, Sarcophagus, Battle of Bacchus and Retinue with Indians and an Amazon, c. 160 
CE. Marble relief. Cortona, Museo Diocesano, Italy. 
2.5a Roman, Sarcophagus, front relief featuring Centaurs and Men in Wrestling Matches, 2nd 
century CE. Marble. Vatican, Sala delle Muse. 
2.5b Roman, Sarcophagus side reliefs feature the Centauromachy, 2nd century CE. Marble 
 and plaster. Vatican, Sala delle Muse. 
2.6 Jacopo Bellini, altar with detail of Centauromachy; altar flanked by two centaurs, c. 
1440-1470. Drawing. British Museum, London. 
2.7 Detail of Centauromachy, from the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus (fig. 2.4). 
2.8 Filippino Lippi, Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules and Herm Pointing at Man and Centaur 
in Combat, mounted on a page from Vasari’s Libro de’ disegni, after 1488. Drawing. 
Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, Sweden. 
2.9 Filippino Lippi, detail of Assumption of the Virgin, 1489-91. Fresco. Carafa Chapel, 
Santa Maria sopra Minerva, Rome. 
2.10 Baccio Bandinelli, Lapiths Battling Centaurs, mid-16th c. Drawing. Louvre Museum, 
Paris. 
2.11 Giovanni Battista Franco, Centaurs Wrestling Lapiths, 16th c. Drawing. Christ Church 
Picture Gallery, Oxford. 
2.12 Italian artist, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs, 16th c. Drawing. Princeton University Art 
Museum.   
2.13 Italian artist, Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1550-62. Drawing. Trinity College 
Library, Cambridge, UK. 
2.14 Giovanni Battista Franco, Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1530-61. Drawing. Location 
unknown. 
2.15 Amico Aspertini, detail of Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1532-35. Drawing. Istituto 
Centrale per la Grafica, Rome. 
2.16 Agostino Carracci, detail of Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1575-1600. Drawing. 
Christ Church Picture Gallery, Oxford.  
2.17 Amico Aspertini, Men on Horseback Hunting Bulls Followed by an Ox Cart and 
Fighting Centaurs, c. 1532-35. Drawing. British Museum, London. 
2.18 Amico Aspertini, Centaurs Battling Men; Armor, c. 1532-35. Drawing. British Museum, 
London. 
2.19 Amico Aspertini, Centaurs Battling Satyrs, c. 1532-35. Drawing. Uffizi Gallery, 
Florence. 
2.20 Michelangelo, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, c. 1491-92. Marble. Casa Buonarroti, 
Florence. 
2.21 Detail of centaur, from Michelangelo, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.20). 
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2.22 Bertoldo di Giovanni, Equestrian Battle of Romans and Barbarians, 1491. Bronze relief. 
Bargello National Museum, Florence. 
2.23 Piero di Cosimo, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs, c. 1500-10. Oil on panel. National 
Gallery of Art, London. 
2.24 Detail of Lapith and Centaur, from Piero di Cosimo, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 
2.23). 
2.25 Detail of dead centaur, from Piero di Cosimo, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.23). 
2.26 Detail of dead Lapith, from Piero di Cosimo, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.23). 
2.27 Andrea Mantegna, Lamentation over the Dead Christ, c. 1483. Tempera on canvas. Brera 
Pinacoteca, Milan. 
2.28 Unknown artist from Deruta or Gubbio, Centaur and Centauress Battling, c. 1500-10. 
Maiolica. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
2.29 Master of the Bergantini Bowl, The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, 1525. Maiolica. 
The British Museum, London. 
2.30 Painter of the Apollo Basin, The Rape of Hippodamia, 1533. Maiolica. Private collection. 
2.31 Florentine artist after Pollaiuolo, Fighting Beasts Regarded by Soldiers, c. 1480-1500. 
Engraving. Department of Drawings, British Museum, London. 
2.32 Marco Zoppo, Two Centaurs in Battle, c.1465-74. Drawing. Department of Drawings, 
British Museum, London. 
2.33 Enea Vico, after Rosso Fiorentino, The Rape of Hippodamia, 1542. Engraving. Los 




3.1 Donatello and assistants, Passion Pulpit, c. 1460-66. Bronze relief sculpture. In situ, San 
Lorenzo, Florence.  
3.2 Donatello and assistants, Resurrection Pulpit, c. 1460-66. Bronze relief sculpture. In situ, 
San Lorenzo, Florence.  
3.3 Roman, Centaur, 2nd century BCE. Sardonyx cameo. National Archeological Museum. 
Naples. 
3.4 Bertoldo, Centaur Medallion, c. 1460s. Stone relief. In situ, Medici Palace courtyard, 
Florence. 
3.5 Unknown Florentine artist, Centaur with Basket and Thyrsus, c. 1450-70. Bronze 
plaquette. British Museum, London.  
3.6 Bertoldo di Giovanni, Ebrietas, c. 1481-83. Marble relief. In situ, Courtyard, Palazzo 
Scala-Gherardesca (Four Seasons Hotel), Florence. 
3.7 Giovanni delle Corniole (?), Centaur, late-15th c. Carnelian cameo. Rijksmuseum van 
Oudheden, Leiden. 
3.8 Jacopo Rodari, relief of centaur carrying basket and thyrsus, from the Porta della Rana, c. 
1507. In situ, Como Cathedral, Como. 
3.9 Bertoldo (and assistants?), detail of putti frieze, from the Resurrection Pulpit (fig. 3.2).  
3.10 Bertoldo (and assistants?), detail of centaurs bearing clypeus, from the Resurrection 
Pulpit (fig. 3.2)  
3.11 Roman, Sarcophagus front featuring Bacchic Thiasos (Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne) 
and detail of clypeus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus, 3rd century CE. Camposanto, Pisa.  
	
xiii	
3.12 Roman, Musician Centaur with Thyrsus and Drum and a Herm of Herakles. 117-138. 
Fragment of marble panel, from Hadrian’s Villa, Rome. Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, 
Rome. 
3.13 Michelozzo, Palazzo Medici Courtyard, c. 1460s. Florence. 
3.14 Comparison of Centaur Medallion (fig. 3.4) and sardonyx Centaur cameo (fig. 3.3). 
3.15 Giuliano da Sangallo, Courtyard, c. 1470s. Palazzo Scala-Gherardesca (Four Seasons 
Hotel), Florence. 
3.16 Comparison details of centaur from Ebrietas (fig. 3.6) and the sardonyx Centaur cameo 
(fig. 3.3). 
3.17 Comparison details of cauldron and flames from Ebrietas (fig. 3.6) and the clypeus and 
support (3.2) from Donatello’s bronze pulpits. 
3.18 Comparison of sardonyx Centaur cameo (fig. 3.3) and the carnelian Centaur cameo  




4.1 Roman, Sarcophagus front featuring Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne. 
2nd century CE. Marble relief. British Museum, London. 
4.2 Roman, Sarcophagus front featuring Indian Triumph of Bacchus and Hercules. 
210-220 CE. Marble. Woburn Abbey, UK.    
4.3 Roman, Sarcophagus relief of Indian Triumph of Bacchus, 2nd century CE. Marble. Villa 
 Ada, Rome. 
4.4 Roman, Funerary Cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia, 50 BCE. Marble. 
Louvre Museum, Paris. 
4.5 Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, frieze of Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne, 
c. 1450s. Stone relief sculpture. In situ, Sala di Ercole e Iole, Palazzo Ducale di Urbino. 
4.6 Comparison of fireplace frieze (fig. 4.5) and sarcophagus front featuring Marriage 
Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne (fig. 4.1). 
4.7 Attributed to Baccio Baldini, The Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne, c. 1480-90. 
 Engraving. British Museum, London. 
4.8-11 Marcello Fogolino, Bacchic Procession, c. 1516-1525. Fresco. Ca d’Oro, Venice. 
4.12 Luzio Luzi, The Triumph of Ariadne, c. 1543-48. Fresco. In situ, Sala dell’Adriano, 
Castel Sant’Angelo, Rome. 
4.13 Jacopo Ripanda, The Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne, c. 1506-10. Drawing. Ashmolean 
 Museum, Oxford. 
4.14 Battista Franco, The Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne, c. 1549. Engraving. 
 British Museum, London. 
4.15 Neroccio di Bartolomeo de' Landi, Triumph of Bacchus and Sketch of Centaur Abducting 
a Nymph, 2nd half 15th century. Drawing. Louvre Museum, Paris. 
4.16 Galeazzo Mondella (Moderno), The Triumph of Bacchus, c. 1500. Drawing. Louvre 
 Museum, Paris. 
4.17 Amico Aspertini, copy of sarcophagus relief of Indian Triumph of Bacchus, c. 1535. 
 Drawing. British Museum, London. 
4.18 Studio of Giulio Romano, copy of sarcophagus relief of The Indian Triumph of Bacchus, 
1st half 16th century. Drawing. Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle. 
	
xiv	
4.19 Girolamo da Carpi, Bacchus, Chariot Group, and Centaur, c. 1525-50. Drawing. Christ 
 Church Picture Gallery, Oxford. 
4.20 Roman or Tuscan artist, copy of Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus front 
relief featuring Bacchic Thiasos (Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne), 16th century. 
Drawing. Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle. 
4.21 Filippino Lippi, The Raising of Drusiana, 1502. Fresco. In situ, Strozzi Chapel, Santa 
Maria Novella, Florence. 
4.22 Lippi, detail of Funerary Cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia, from The 
Raising of Drusiana (fig. 4.21). 
4.23 Enea Vico, Frontispiece, Le imagini delle donne auguste intagliate in istampa di rame, 
con le vite, et ispositioni di Enea Vico sopra i riversi delle loro medaglie antiche, 1557. 




5.1 Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 1, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript, Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria. 
5.2 Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 2, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript. Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria. 
5.3 Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 2, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript. Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria. 
5.4 Francesco di Antonio del Chierico, frontispiece to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, 
 1458. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. 
5.5 Unknown illustrator, frontispiece to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, 1469. Biblioteca 
Classense, Ravenna. 
5.6 The Putti Master, frontispiece to Livy, Historiae Romanae decades, 1470. Vienna, 
Nationalbibliothek. 
5.7 Unknown artist, frontispiece to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics; Oeconomica; Leonardo 
Bruni, Isagogicon, early 1470s. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 
Florence. 
5.8 Mariano del Buono (?), frontispiece to Collection of speeches and letters,  
 c. 1470s. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. 
5.9 Mariano del Buono (?), Book 12, Virgil’s Aeneid, c. 1480s. Illuminated manuscript. 
 Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. 
5.10 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, Francesco Sassetti’s Tomb, c. 1480-85. Marble relief 
sculpture w/traces of gilding. Sassetti Chapel, Sta. Trinita, Florence. 
5.11 Roman, Reverse of silver Antoninianus of Valerian, Centaur, Gallienus, Mediolanum, 
258 CE. American Numismatic Society, New York. 
5.12 Roman, Reverse of Bronze Triens, Hercules Battling a Centaur, 217-215 BCE. American 
Numismatic Society, New York. 
5.13 Attributed to Domenico, David, and Benedetto Ghirlandaio, David, detail of exterior of 
Sassetti Chapel, c. 1483-85. Fresco. Santa Trinita, Florence. 
5.14 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of left roundel, Francesco Sassetti’s Tomb (fig. 
5.10).  




5.16 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Francesco Sassetti portrait roundel flanked 
by centaurs, Francesco Sassetti’s Tomb (fig. 5.10). 
5.17 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Erotes frieze with centaurs, Francesco 
Sassetti’s Tomb (fig. 5.10). 
5.18 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Death of Meleager with centaurs, Francesco 
Sassetti’s Tomb (fig. 5.10). 
5.19 Roman, Sarcophagus relief with Scenes from the Death of Meleager, c. 2nd century CE. 
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5.20 Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, Nera Corsi’s Tomb, c. 1480-85. Marble relief 
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5.21 Detail of left medallion, Nera Corsi’s Tomb, c. 1480-85. (fig. 5.20). 
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early 3rd century CE. Marble relief. Museo dell’ Opera del Duomo, Siena. 
5.26 Detail of left square, Nera Corsi’s Tomb, c. 1480-85 (fig. 5.20). 




6.1 Botticelli, Pallas and the Centaur, c. 1482. Tempera on canvas. Uffizi Gallery, Florence. 
6.2 Detail of Pallas, from Pallas and the Centaur (fig. 6.1). 
6.3 Florentine artist, Tondo of Medici device of interlaced diamond rings, c. 15th century. 
Bargello Museum, Florence.  
6.4 Detail of centaur’s face, from Pallas and the Centaur (fig. 6.1). 
6.5 Andrea Mantegna, Pallas Expelling the Vices from the Garden of Virtues, 1502. Tempera 
on canvas. Louvre Museum, Paris. 
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“And so he [Ixion] earned his own ruin, bound to the four-spoked wheel. Caught in inescapable 
bonds, he was given a message that touches us all. That singular mother [Nephele] bore him a 
singular monstrous son without the Graces’ favour, one not honored among men or in the gods’ 
society. She raised it and called it Centaurus, and it mated with mares of Magnesia in the 
foothills of Pelion, from which sprang a remarkable brood, resembling both its parents: the 
mother’s parts below, and the father’s above.”1 
 
       --Pindar, Pythian Ode, 2:40-48  
Centaurs, fierce and fantastic monsters bearing the torso and upper body of a human and 
the lower extremities of a horse, were volatile and libidinous creatures that populated Greco-
Roman myths. Throughout antiquity the centaur had long been imagined as a hybrid creature 
representing the internal human struggle between human reason and animal disorder, and the 
triumph of human intellect over base instinct. Early Christian writers sought to document and 
understand the nature and physical construction of animals and fantastic creatures, like centaurs 
and sirens, and so treatises like the Physiologus (c. 1st – 4th c.), a rudimentary guide on real and 
fictive animals that underwent several adaptions over the centuries, were written. Bishop Isidore 
of Seville’s (c. 560-636) compilation Etymologies, which included a section on animals and 
proved to be a popular read up to and throughout the Middle Ages, provided further analysis on 
these creatures. Isadore’s text on animals inspired the medieval bestiary, a popular and widely 
read sourcebook an animal imagery and traits that served as a tool for artists. 
Centaurs, griffins, sirens, and other peculiar beasts managed to retain their intrigue and 
fascination for the medieval public and so they remained popular artistic motifs; however, their 
roles had changed to reflect Christian moral codes as opposed to specific Greco-Roman myths. 
Mario Pereira observes that for medieval Christians, the centaur “embodied the idea of the 
																																								 																				
1 Pindar, Complete Odes, trans. Anthony Verity (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), Pythian Ode 2. 40-
48. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 19 September 2014. 
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human condition, suspended between good and evil, or represented the individual’s internal 
struggle between spiritual and animal nature.”2 The medieval period witnessed the inclusion of 
centaurs in church architectural decoration – facades, column capitols, and lintels – as well as 
manuscript illumination, where theses creatures represented mischievous and monstrous 
characters inhabiting the marginalia.3  
Centaur imagery became more complex and inventive during the Renaissance with 
regard to underrepresented characteristics of the creature: many of these unprecedented images 
featured centaurs as beneficent, thoughtful, tragic, loving, or introspective figures, as noted in 
Benedetto di Montagna’s (c. 1480-1555/8) St. Anthony Abbot and the Centaur (fig. 1.12), Sandro 
Botticelli’s (1445-1510) Pallas and the Centaur (fig. 6.1), Filippino Lippi’s (1457-1504) 
Wounded Centaur (fig. 7.28), and Piero di Cosimo’s (1462-1522) figures of Hylonome and 
Cyllarus in the Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 6.24), as well his figures of the centaur 
and woman in The Return from the Hunt (fig. 6.22). This departure from the traditional 
representation of the centaur as savage and licentious demands an investigation as to how and 
why these changes were desired, encouraged, and implemented. 
This dissertation analyzes centaur imagery but confines its research perimeters to 
Renaissance Italy, where there was a notable shift towards representing this creature as a more 
civilized figure; it also argues for a nuanced reading of centaur iconography – one that 
demonstrates how this imagery was dramatically transformed into a more positive depiction, 
thereby dismissing traditional stereotypes identifying all centaurs as barbaric monsters. My study 
analyzes approximately one hundred and twenty centaur images and includes an appendix citing 
																																								 																				
2 Mario Pereira, “Centaur,” in The Classical Tradition, eds. Anthony Grafton, Glenn W. Most, and Salvatore Settis 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 187. 
3 Medieval Monsters: Terrors, Aliens, Wonders, eds. Sherry C. M. Lindquist and Asa Simon Mittman (exh. cat., 
New York: The Morgan Library and Museum, 2018), 12. 
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two hundred and ninety-one works encompassing all media. I will investigate the innovative 
transmutation of this imagery throughout the Italian Renaissance, as it correlated with Christian 
symbolism, humanism, Neoplatonism, changing Greek influences, court culture, patronage, and 
religious and social climate.  
This body of work considers Neoplatonic philosophy to be a significant factor in the re-
evaluation of the centaur, particularly between 1470 and 1535.  Dubbed the “New Athens” by 
Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449-1492), fifteenth-century Florence was the epicenter of Neoplatonic 
and humanist studies.4 After the fall of Constantinople in 1453, scholars and philosophers from 
Byzantium, such as John Argyropoulos (1415-1487) and Demetrios Chalkokondyles (1424-
1511), immigrated to Florence where they were instrumental in reviving the study of Greek 
philosophy in the West. Florentine society was not merely receptive to Greek culture but 
encouraged the study of classical learning, since the city equated itself with ancient Athens. 
Furthermore, the Renaissance artist’s and patron’s fascination and desire for seeking out, 
studying, and collecting ancient objects, such as sarcophagi, gems, coins, and sculpture, 
propelled the interest in depicting mythological subjects and, especially, bizarre and fabulous 
monsters. Artists utilized ancient models to create centaur figures but they also expanded upon 
their antique motifs to form unusual and innovative images surpassing those of their ancient 






4 Luigi Beschi, “Antiquarian Research in Greece during the Renaissance: Travellers and Collectors,” in Mina 





Centaurs, or kentauroi, as they were known in ancient Greece, were said to have dwelled 
among the forests and mountains of Magnesia, a region of Thessaly.5 Like all mythological 
figures, centaurs belonged to the oral tradition of storytelling and stories detailing their origins 
evolved into several variations over time. Although centaurs and their exploits originated with 
ancient Greek myths, they, like most Greek mythological deities and stories, were adopted by the 
Romans. Names were changed to suit Roman tastes but the myths functioned much in the same 
manner as the original Greek versions and they were captured in Roman art works, particularly 
the intricately carved and imaginatively detailed sarcophagi sculpture executed between the first 
and second centuries.  
Centaurs were notorious for instigating battles through their rude behavior, lascivious 
acts, and drunken escapades, which were the favored subjects of ancient artists; the greatest 
known work to include the centaur is the group of metopes on the Parthenon’s south façade 
																																								 																				
5 For the purpose of this study, I will generalize the race of centaurs as a single category of hybrid beast.  
Nevertheless, several ancient authors specified different races of centaurs according to geographical distinction: 
Thessalonian, Peloponnesian, Cyprian, and Lamian. For the only mythographical source on Lamian and Cyprian 
centaurs see 5th century CE Greek epic poet Nonnus, Dionysiaca, trans. by W. H. D. Rouse (Cambridge, MA, 
Harvard University Press, 1940); on Lamian centaurs: book 14. 143ff; book 14. 247ff; book 17.136ff; and 17.192ff; 
on Cyprian centaurs: book 5.611ff; book 14.193ff; and book 32.65ff. Thessalonian and Peloponnesian centaurs are 
the most popular species of this hybrid and ancient authors often conflate them; A Dictionary of Greek and Roman 
Biography and Mythology, vol. 1, ed. William Smith (London: Spottiswood and Co., 1880), 666. According to 
Smith, the name “kentauroi” translates to “bull-killers” and the most accepted origin of centaurs claims the race of 
hybrids were the offspring of Ixion, King of the Lapiths, and Nephele, the cloud whom Zeus fashioned to look like 
his wife, Hera. This story more than likely originated with sightings of men on horseback riding swiftly through the 
mountains, thereby giving the impression as being of one form. The name “kentauroi” is significant because bull 
hunting was a national custom in Thessaly: Pindar, op. cit., 47-48. Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, vol. 2, 
books 2.35-4.58, trans. C. H. Oldfather (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann 
Ltd., 1935): Elder Philostratus, Younger Philostratus, Callistratus, Imagines: Book 2, trans. Arthur Fairbanks 
(London: William Heinemann, 1931), 2.3; Apollodorus, The Library, trans. Sir James George Frazer (Cambridge, 
MA, Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1921), E1.20; and The Myths of Hyginus, trans. 
and ed. Mary Grant (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1960), 50, 63.  Several variations on this myth exist and 
are retold in ancient sources.  A fusion of these stories results in the tale of Ixion, who having seen and had lustful 
desires for Hera, queen of the gods and wife of Zeus, came upon her and attempted to ravish her. When Zeus was 
made aware of the situation, his punishment was vengeance. Zeus fashioned the cloud Nephele into the semblance 
of Hera, whereby Ixion lay with Nephele and from their union a son of monstrous breed was born. Nephele named 
him Kentauros (Centaurus). Other versions of this myth claim that more than one centaur was born to Nephele, thus 
the race of kentauroi was created. 
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illustrating the mythological narrative of the Centauromachy (fig. 0.2). Constructed between 447 
and 438 BCE in the High Classical style and attributed to the Greek sculptor Phidias (480-430 
BCE), these massive sculptural marble reliefs, now housed in the British Museum, present a 
remarkable feat of artistry detailing the victory/control of man over the uncivilized beast. 
Impressive images of the centauromachy were also found on the west pediment (fig. 0.3) of the 
Temple of Zeus at Olympia (c. 460 BC), as well as on Phidias’ magnificent statue of Athena 
Parthenos, no longer extant. The writings of Pliny the Elder (23-75), Pausanias (d. 180 CE), and 
Plutarch (45-127) have provided us with several descriptions of the statue of Athena: Phidias’ 
magnificent statue was constructed of gold and ivory and its disappearance from the Parthenon 
was no doubt a result of war-related pillaging; it was most likely carted off to Constantinople and 
destroyed.6 According to the description by Pliny, the colossal statue of Athena Parthenos 
displayed several battle scenes marking the exceptional artistry of the sculptor Phidias: 
I will offer some small points of evidence to prove how great his [Phidias] inventiveness 
was…the battle of the Amazons which is carved in a circular pattern on the convex side 
of her shield; likewise on the concave side of it he represented the struggle of the gods 
and giants, and on her sandals that of the Lapiths and Centaurs, so fully did every part 
offer the opportunity for the application of his art.7  
 
Pausanias, too, makes mention of the centauromachy this time displayed on the shield of the 
Athena Promachos, located on the Acropolis in Athens, and again in the paintings in the 
sanctuary of Theseus in Athens.8 The utilization of this mythological theme on such influential 
																																								 																				
6 Pliny the Elder, Natural History: Books 36-37, trans. D.E. Eichholz, 2nd edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1962), 15-16; 18-19; Pausanias, Description of Greece, trans. W. H. S. Jones and H. A. Omerod 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1918), book 1: 24.5-24.7; Plutarch, Lives, vol. 3, trans. Perrin, 
Bernadotte (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914), book 13: 45. 
7 Pliny, ibid. 
8 J.J. Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece: Sources and Documents (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
Pausanias I.28.2: “(Among the monuments on the Acropolis) is a bronze image of Athena, [made from] a tithe [from 
the spoils] taken from the Persians who landed at Marathon, a work of Phidias; they say, however, that the battle of 
Lapiths and Centaurs on her shield, as well as the other scenes wrought upon it, were engraved by Mys, and that 
these and the rest of the works of Mys were drawn for him by Parrhasios the son of Euenor. The point of the spear of 
this Athena and the crest of the helmet become visible to approaching sailors as soon as they round Cape Sounion,” 
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monumental structures illustrates the importance of this story and the vital roles played by the 
figures. Centaurs were closely related to humans yet overcome by their bestial natures. Their 
defeat by the Lapith men in the centauromachy also served as a political message when carved 
into stone: for the Parthenon this message was a metaphor for an allegorical image of the 
Athenian victory over the Persians at the battle of Marathon in 490 BC. 
The relevance of the aforementioned sculptures and architectural reliefs to Italian 
Renaissance artworks is that they were initially made known to humanists and collectors through 
ancient literature. This sparked an interest among antiquarians and historians who wished to see 
these works for themselves. Early Renaissance humanists like the Franciscan priest and 
antiquarian Cristoforo Buondelmonti (1386-c.1430), spent years traveling throughout the Aegean 
and thrived on rediscovering ancient artifacts scattered across Constantinople and the islands of 
Delos, Crete, and Rhodes. Benedetta Bessi refers to Buondelmonti as a “pioneer in the 
rediscovery of Greek antiquities” and states that in his geographical accounts of the Greek 
islands, Descriptio insulae Cretae (1417) and Liber insularum Archipelagi (1420), he made 
references to the “archeological discoveries of statues, mosaics, vases, and coins.”9 
Buondelmonti’s contemporary, the Sicilian Giovanni Aurispa (1376-1459), traveled to Chios and 
Constantinople where he acquired approximately two hundred and thirty-eight codices and 
returned to Italy with them.10 The famed merchant, traveler, and antiquarian Ciriaco da’Ancona 
(1391-1453/55) journeyed to Greece and Asia Minor and visited ancient monuments including 
the “Parthenon, the Arch and Aqueduct of Hadrian, the Tower of the Winds, and the monuments 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																																			
62-62. Regarding the Theseion paintings, Pausanias (I.17.2-3) describes paintings of the amazonomachy and the 
centauromachy, wherein “Theseus is there and has already killed a centaur…among the others the battle is still an 
equal match.” 
9 Benedetta Bessi, "Cristoforo Buondelmonti: Greek Antiquities in Florentine Humanism" The Historical Review/La 
Revue Historique 9 (2012): 64 and 72 (Accessed on 10 December 2018); Veronica della Nora, “Mapping a Holy 
Quasi-Island: Mount Athos in Early Renaissance Isolarii,” Imago Mundi 60:2 (2002): 142; Buondelmonti spent 
sixteen years travelling the Aegean. Beschi, 47. 
10 Beschi, 47. 
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of Lysikrates, Thrasyllos, and Philopappos”; he made sketches of their architectural properties, 
dimensions, and visual stories, such as the Parthenon’s Centauromachy, and he returned to the 
Italic peninsula with new and inspiring images for artists to copy and reinvent.11 Although 
Buondelmonti’s historical and geographical accounts include maps that note specific ancient 
monuments and architectural structures, his illustrations are incomplete in comparison to 
Ciriaco’s more detailed sketches. Nevertheless, both men were instrumental in assessing, 
compiling, and distributing invaluable information on the classical world to Renaissance 
audiences that eagerly consumed this information.  
Quattrocento Florence was the epicenter of humanist learning and the revival of classical 
studies. The Medici family patronized several brilliant scholars, including Angelo Poliziano 
(1454-1494) who was fluent in Greek and among the most talented of poets and philologists in 
Lorenzo’s unofficial court. Poliziano’s knowledge of classical sources and mythography was 
invaluable to Renaissance artists. This dissertation argues that Poliziano not only helped to 
inspire a transformation in centaur imagery, but actively encouraged it by serving as advisor to 
many Medici artists such as Sandro Botticelli, Domenico Ghirlandaio (1449-1494), and 
Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564), to whom he suggested the mythological stories of the 
Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs and the centaur Nessus Abducting Deianira.12 This is not to 
say that Poliziano presented these artists with the challenge of identifying and emphasizing the 
more humanizing characteristics of centaurs, but he provided artists with the incentive to imagine 
other possibilities for describing these creatures. 
																																								 																				
11 Beverly Louise Brown and Diana E. E. Kleiner, “Giuliano da Sangallo's Drawings after Ciriaco d'Ancona: 
Transformations of Greek and Roman Antiquities in Athens,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 
42:4 (1983): 321; Beschi, 48. 
12 Ascanio Condivi, The Life of Michelangelo. trans. Alice Sedgwick Wohl, ed. Hellmut Wohl (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1976), 14-15. 
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The flowering of literature, art, and theory occurring in Florence resulted in the 
production of this innovative imagery, which lasted about a generation. It began to diminish 
towards the end of the High Renaissance as the Neoplatonic exaltation of antiquity gave way to 
reformist Christian suspicion of all things pagan, thus causing a dramatic shift in subject matter. 
The result was a return to the traditional characteristics of the centaur – lust, savagery, and 
deceitfulness – as exhibited in Giambologna (1529-1608) and Antonio Susini’s (1585-1653) 
sculptures of Hercules Defeating the Centaur and Nessus Abducting Deianira.  
 
State of Literature and Proposed Contributions to Current Scholarship 
Scholars are divided when it comes to the literary introduction of centaurs into ancient 
Greece.  The first mention of centaurs in classical literature is most often ascribed to the eighth-
century BCE epic poet Homer, as well as to Hesiod (active c. 8th or 7th century BCE). However, 
much debate has arisen as to the dating of Hesiod’s work; the uncertainty is whether Hesiod 
lived and wrote in the eighth or seventh century. In any case, both Homer and Hesiod are the 
earliest writers to provide a literary account of these creatures. Although Hesiod’s fragmented 
poem The Shield briefly touches upon Lapith and centaur battle imagery – illustrated on 
Hercules’ shield – it is in Homer’s Iliad that we find a narrated account of the infamous 
centauromachy through the character of Nestor: 
I’ve never seen such men, I never will again…men like Pirithoüs, Dryas, that fine 
captain, Caeneus and Exadius, and Polyphemus, royal prince, and Theseus, Aegueus’ 
boy, a match for the immortals. They were the strongest mortals ever bred on earth, the 
strongest, and they fought against the strongest too, shaggy Centaurs, wild brutes of the 
mountains – they hacked them down, terrible, deadly work.13 
 
																																								 																				
13 Hesiod. The Shield: Catalogue of Women. Other Fragments, ed. and trans. Glenn W. Most (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007), 15-17:178-190; Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, ed. and trans. Glenn W. 
Most (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 207; Homer, The Iliad, trans. Robert Fagles and ed. 
Bernard Knox (New York: Penguin Group, 1990), 86:306-313. 
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Building upon the myths of Homer and Hesiod, the ancient Greek authors Pindar (517-
438 BCE), Apollodorus of Rhodes (180-after 120 BCE), and Diodorus Siculus (90-30 BCE) 
featured centaurs in tales describing their exploits and fierce temperaments. Like their Greek 
predecessors, Roman authors Virgil (70-19 BCE), Hyginus (64 BCE-17 CE), Ovid (43 BCE-17 
CE), and Statius (45-96 CE) included centaurs in their mythographic accounts. Hybrid creatures 
primarily functioned as secondary characters in mythological stories; nevertheless, these 
creatures gained notoriety. Characters from myths were infused with life and vitality when artists 
began to represent them more frequently in sculpture, architectural relief, fresco, and pottery 
decoration: gods, goddesses, and fabulous monsters became tangible to ancient audiences. 
Greco-Roman literature presented readers with tales of the centaurs’ exploits; these infamous 
stories spoke of lewd, savage hybrids running wild, maddened from wine consumption, and 
engaging in gruesome activities, such as bestiality and battles to the death. However, centaurs 
portrayed in Roman art also engaged in merrymaking and Bacchic revelry; they are typically 
shown leading Bacchus and Ariadne’s chariot while playing musical instruments. This marked a 
new characteristic to the centaur, one that demonstrated musical abilities and a gay, frolicsome 
nature. They were included in Bacchic precessions on Roman sarcophagi, which suggested that 
centaurs also functioned as guides in the underworld.  
Although Greek centaur lore typically does not question the centaur’s existence, the 
Roman writer Lucretius (c.99-55 BCE) challenged this concept.14 Written in the first century 
BCE, Lucretius’ treatise, De rerum natura, is a comprehensive study. The Epicurean writes of 
images taking form in the mind, i.e. the imagination, and with regard to the veracity of hybrid 
beasts he asserts:  
																																								 																				
14 It is uncertain whether ancient Greeks actually believed in the existence of centaurs. It seems likely that they 
would since their belief system centered on the rule and judgment of gods and goddesses. Tales of deities’ notorious 
acts were told to inspire fear, faith, and obedience. 
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Now listen, and hear what things stir the mind, and learn in a few words whence those 
things come into the mind that there do come. In the first place I tell you that many 
images of things are moving about in many ways and in all directions, very thin, which 
easily unite in the air when they meet, being like spider’s web or leaf of gold. In truth 
these are much more thin in texture than those which take the eyes and assail the vision, 
since these penetrate through the interstices of the body and awake the thin substance of 
the mind within, and assail the sense. Thus it is we see Centaurs, and the frames of 
Scyllas, and faces of dogs like Cerberus, and images of those for whom death is past, 
whose bones rest in earth’s embrace, since images of all kinds are being carried about 
everywhere, some that arise spontaneously in the air itself, some that are thrown off from 
all sorts of things, others that are made of a combination of these shapes. For certainly no 
image of a Centaur comes from one living, since there never was a living thing of this 
nature; but when the images of man and horse meet by accident, they easily adhere at 
once, as I said before, on account of their fine nature and thin texture. All other things of 
this class are made in the same way. And since these are carried about with velocity 
because of their extreme lightness, as I explained before, any given one of these fine 
images easily bestirs our mind by a single impression; for the mind is itself thin and 
wonderfully easy to move.15 
 
Lucretius’ explanation underscores the power of the imagination to instantaneously create, 
change, or destroy the image in its mind’s eye; in the case of the centaur, Lucretius suggests the 
mind has witnessed the abrupt coming together of human and horse and, thus, fused the beings 
together in blur of sight. The idea of the centaur can be explained in this manner, yet the prolific 
inclusion of this creature in artworks suggests that audiences remained fascinated by their 
impossible anatomical forms and their savage and mischievous characters. 
In the early twentieth century, Aby Warburg, Erwin Panofsky, and Jean Seznec laid the 
general groundwork for mythological iconographic studies in Renaissance art: Warburg argued 
that classical subjects resurfaced during the Renaissance, and shortly after Panofsky delved into 
the symbolic meaning of these classical subjects. 16 Seznec observed that the pagan gods of 
antiquity had never actually “died”; they continued to exist throughout the medieval period 
																																								 																				
15 Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, trans. W. H. D. Rouse, revised by Martin F. Smith (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1924), book 4: 722-748. 
16 Aby Warburg, Die Erneuerung der heidnischen Antike: Kulturwissenschaftliche Beiträge zur Geschichte der 
europäischen Renaissance (Leipzig:  B.G. Teubner, 1932), I will be using the English translation for this 
dissertation; Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (New York: 




disguised in allegorical form, and returned to their original classical meanings during the early 
Renaissance.17 However, by the 1980s scholarship shifted its focus to specialized topics within 
the mythological sphere. James Saslow’s Ganymede in the Renaissance focused on a single myth 
as an index of social values and beliefs, providing a methodological model for my study.18 More 
closely related to my topic is Lynn Frier Kaufmann's The Noble Savage: Satyrs and Satyr 
Families in Renaissance Art, which provides a detailed look into the world of hybrid creatures 
similar to the centaur.19 Kaufmann considers the satyr, a terrestrial creature both half-man and 
half-goat, in Italian and German Renaissance art and demonstrates that satyrs, like centaurs, had 
until then been most often conceived as animalistic and anarchic.  The new images showed 
novel, atypical examples of familial bonds among satyr families and male satyrs as patriarchal 
figures, and analyzed the marked differences in depictions of satyrs between German and Italian 
artists.  
While a vast literature exists on humanist theory and mythological subject matter, several 
interrelated aspects remain understudied, such as the impact of Neoplatonism on the creation and 
interpretation of hybrid imagery.20  Among recent scholarship, Stephen Campbell, Simona 
Cohen, Luba Freedman, Laura Fenelli, Scott Nethersole, and especially Alison Luchs have 
opened up the field to new interpretations of mythological narratives and animal imagery.21 
																																								 																				
17 Jean Seznec, La survivance des dieux antiques: essai sur le rôle de la tradition mythologique dans l'humanisme et 
dans l'art de la Renaissance (London: Warburg Institute, 1940). 
18 James Saslow, Ganymede in the Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986). 
19 Lynn Frier Kaufmann, The Noble Savage: Satyrs and Satyr Families in Renaissance Art (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan, 1984).  
20 Paul Barolsky, “Botticelli’s Primavera and the Poetic Imagination of Italian Renaissance Art,” Arion 8 (2000): 5-
35; idem, “As in Ovid, So in Renaissance Art,” Renaissance Quarterly 51 (Summer 1998): 451-474. 
21 Stephen Campbell, The Cabinet of Eros: Renaissance Mythological Painting and the Studiolo of Isabella d’Este 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006); Simona Cohen, “Animal Imagery in Renaissance Art,” Renaissance 
Quarterly 67 (Spring 2014): 164-180; Luba Freedman, The Revival of the Olympian Gods in Renaissance Art (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); idem, Classical Myths in Italian Renaissance Painting (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011); Scott Nethersole, Art and Violence in Early Renaissance Florence (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2018); Alison Luchs, The Mermaids of Venice: Fantastic Sea Creatures in Venetian 
Renaissance Art (London: Harvey Mill Publishers, 2010). 
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Campbell’s research focuses on the works commissioned by Isabella d’Este for her Studiolo as a 
case study of the process in which Renaissance artists, in accordance with their patrons’ wishes, 
refashioned classical myths to fit humanist interests and beliefs of the literate classes. 
Meanwhile, Cohen’s study re-examines the “symbolic content” of animal imagery in 
Renaissance art, while noting the dearth of scholarship in this area, and Luba Freedman’s 
Classical Myths in Italian Renaissance Painting emphasizes mythological imagery depicted in 
the all’antica style from 1482 to 1520, the prime years of my study.  
Fenelli’s research primarily focuses on medieval and Renaissance images of St. Anthony 
Abbot; however, one of her most recent publications in Animals and Otherness in the Middle 
Ages reevaluates the role that animals and hybrid creatures play in episodes from the Life of St. 
Anthony.22 Fenelli’s argument that the centaur, as presented in St. Jerome’s account of St. 
Anthony Abbott, is a non-threatening presence is crucial to my own argument, which 
acknowledges that the centaur in this story acts as a beneficent guide. Meanwhile, Nethersole’s 
recent publication Art and Violence in Early Renaissance Florence examines the popularity of 
violence in early Florentine artworks “that could be seen, whether out in the world or depicted in 
images” and why Florentines were captivated by this type of imagery; his chapter, “Centaurs and 
Form,” notes that during the second half of the fifteenth century, there was increasing frequency 
of mythological beasts engaging in combat, battle scenes, and/or female abduction scenes.23 
Although, Nethersole devotes a full chapter to centaurs, to date there has been no systematic 
published study of these creatures.   
																																								 																				
22 Laura Fenelli, “From the Vita Pauli to The Legenda Breviarii: Real and Imaginary Animals as a Guide to the 
Hermit in the Desert,” in Animals and Otherness in the Middle Ages: Perspectives Across Disciplines, ed. Francisco 
de Asís García García, Mónica Ann Walker Vadillo, and María Victoria Chico Picaza (Oxford: Archeopress, 2013), 
37. 
23 Nethersole, 19. 
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Like Saslow’s Ganymede in the Renaissance, Luchs's The Mermaids of Venice provides a 
methodology more comparable to my own. Luchs's study examines various marine hybrids and 
their role in Venetian and Paduan art during the late-fourteenth to late-sixteenth centuries. By 
emphasizing hybrid sea creatures as metaphors for Venice, whose economy, power, and daily 
existence depended on the sea, and demonstrating the artists’ keen abilities to create such 
inventive and engaging hybrid imagery in Venice and Padua, Luchs reveals the meaning and 
function of these creatures in several key areas: religious, political, intellectual, and domestic. 
This dissertation will provide the first in-depth iconographical study devoted to the 
centaur in Italian Renaissance art; it will also add a new dimension to the growing scholarship on 
animal imagery and hybridity in Renaissance art by examining this genre in relation to 
Neoplatonism and analyzing different aspects of centaur iconography that have yet to be 
arranged and studied in this way, i. e, the complexities and symbols of centaur imagery in Italian 
Renaissance culture. The methodology I incorporate is an iconographic approach where chapters 
are organized thematically: Christian symbolism, the centauromachy and battle imagery, 
all'antica motifs, Bacchic imagery, centaurs as imprese and in manuscripts, scenes of 
compassion and tenderness, images of Chiron/Sagittarius, and scenes depicting 
lust/rape/bestiality.  Each category demonstrates the ebb and flow of positive and negative 
centaur images throughout the late medieval/Renaissance period, demonstrating that both types 
existed concurrently throughout the Renaissance; this is especially true of images featuring St. 
Anthony Abbot encountering a centaur during his quest to find St. Paul, more so than images of 
Chiron, who was already renowned in ancient sources for his goodness, his medical knowledge, 
and his wisdom. By arguing for a nuanced reading of the centaur's complex character, this study 




Chapter one, "Centaurs in a Christian Context," argues for the beneficent character of the 
centaur in the apocryphal story of St. Anthony Abbot.  First, it examines the compendium of 
early literary sources detailing the history of this hybrid creature, as well as centaur imagery 
illustrated in bestiaries and in the marginalia of illuminated manuscripts, where they were shown 
as isolated, individual figures personifying negative traits such as hypocrisy and lust. During the 
Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, the original pagan content of a myth was leached out 
and replaced by Christian moralizing content; chapter one focuses on this content by analyzing 
the three most influential Christian texts on the life of St. Anthony Abbot. St. Jerome’s 
apocryphal story of St. Paul the Hermit reveals the encounter between St. Anthony Abbot and 
two "demons" – a centaur and a satyr – while traveling through the wilderness searching for St. 
Paul's cave. The so-called demons, sent to entice the saint, are humbled by God and aid the saint 
during his harrowing journey. Finally, after having analyzed all images of St. Anthony Abbot and 
a Centaur, I argue that in all instances the centaur is actually a benign figure and a guide sent by 
God to Anthony. Benedetto’s painting (fig. 1.12) – the most innovative and unusual in his 
depiction of the centaur – supports my argument through his portrayal of the centaur clothed in, 
what I argue to be, the guise of a Dominican novitiate.  
Although in the Middle Ages authors removed all narrative aspects of the 
centauromachy, this theme would resurface in early Renaissance art and will be discussed at 
length in chapter two, "Centaurs and Battle Imagery." This chapter examines the appropriation of 
the ancient Greek subject of the centauromachy (the battle between the Lapiths and the centaurs) 
by Italian Renaissance artists with regard to the patron's intellectual and political interests and 
social status, as well as emphasizing the artist’s interest in depicting the anatomical and 
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contorted forms of men and beasts engaged in battle. While the term “centauromachy” can be 
applied to any centaur-related battle scene, for the purposes of this dissertation I will apply this 
term only to those images of centaurs and Lapith men in battle.  
Ciriaco d'Ancona traveled to Greece in 1435, where he composed detailed drawings of 
the centauromachy located on the Parthenon’s south metope; these drawings, along with 
numerous other invaluable subjects, were instrumental to artists since they served as the basis 
and inspiration for Renaissance and Baroque images of centaurs. I argue that Renaissance images 
depicting the ancient battle between the Lapiths and the centaurs provided a metaphor for 
assertive masculinity, virility, power, and status in Italian society. In many cases, these specific 
new meanings of the subject can be traced to the personality and interests of important patrons, 
such as Sigismondo Malatesta (1417-1468), but this subject also allowed artists to hone their 
skills in depicting the contorted bodies and defined musculature of men and centaurs in battle, as 
noted in Michelangelo’s relief sculpture the Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.?). 
Chapter three, “Early Medici Patronage, a Roman Centaur Cameo, and the all’antica 
Centaurs of Donatello and his Students,” departs from the traditionally negative battling centaur 
and analyzes Renaissance images of the “humanist” centaur; the basis for this centaur-type can 
be traced to ancient motifs, specifically the sardonyx centaur cameo (fig. 3.3) that once formed 
part of the Medici collection. This particular cameo served as the inspiration for numerous 
Renaissance artworks, such as Donatello’s bronze pulpit centaurs (figs. 3.1 & 3.2), the centaur 
medallion in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi courtyard (fig. 3.4), several plaquettes mirroring the 
cameo centaur (fig. 3.5), the Ebrietas relief (fig. 3.6) in the Palazzo Scala-Gherardesca 
courtyard, and a replicated carnelian gem (fig. 3.7) from the Medici collection.  The Roman 
cameo directly inspired each of these works in terms of form and subject but it also reveals both 
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the artists and patron’s desires for centaur images other than those of battle and lust. The centaur 
in the cameo represents an isolated Bacchic reveler removed from the typical representations of 
Bacchic procession, which will be analyzed in the following chapter. 
Chapter four, “Centaurs in Bacchic Triumphal Imagery,” analyzes Roman sarcophagi 
featuring Bacchic musical centaurs, such as the Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne 
(fig. 4.1), the Indian Triumph of Bacchus (fig. 4.2, the Indian Triumph of Bacchus in the Villa 
Ada, Rome (fig. 4.3); the Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus featuring a Bacchic 
Thiasos (fig. 3.11), and the funerary cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia (fig. 4.4). 
All of these ancient objects were available to Renaissance artists and the centaurs featured within 
the reliefs clearly influenced numerous artworks executed between approximately 1450 and 
1580. This category of centaur represented the free, uninhibited nature of the beast, while 
emphasizing his musical abilities and capturing his social skills with humans and creatures other 
than centaurs. This is in direct opposition to the typical portrayal of centaur battle imagery and, 
therefore, acknowledges another side to the centaur’s personality. Furthermore, the centaur’s 
association with Bacchus, the god of wine, who also represented an elevated state of 
consciousness, links him to the higher, spiritual state discussed in Neoplatonic philosophy. These 
centaurs represent creatures that celebrate life – and death – through song and revelry. 
Chapter five, “Humanism, Fifteenth-century Book Illustration, and Francesco Sassetti’s 
Adoption of the Centaur,” investigates patronage and the use of the centaur as a humanist symbol 
to represent the patron’s intellectual status.  Book illustration and tomb relief sculpture comprise 
the whole of centaur-related objects that will be analyzed in this chapter. Illuminated manuscripts 
reveal the changing image of the centaur from the mischievous medieval imp peppering Borso 
d’Este’s Bible (fig. 5.1) to the elegant classicizing figures gracing the frontispiece of Francesco 
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Sassetti’s copy of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (fig. 5.7). The heroic image of the centaur 
used as an ornamental motif, as in the relief sculptures in Giuliano da Sangallo's (1443-1516) 
tombs for Sassetti and his wife, Nera Corsi, not only references the strength and status of the 
patron, but his interest in being perceived as an intellectual. Sassetti, an educated man and a 
humanist, officially adopted the centaur as his own personal emblem. 
Chapter six, “A Neoplatonic Interpretation of Centaur Imagery: 1480-1525,” will focus 
on the complex evolution of centaur iconography and the multivalent representation of centaurs 
as creatures of compassion and tenderness, particularly in Florence, beginning about 1480. I 
argue that the unprecedented and enigmatic compositions by Botticelli, Piero di Cosimo, and 
Filippino Lippi, among others, are the result of the Greek cultural influence spreading through 
Florence during this period and the interest in Neoplatonic philosophy, as expounded through 
Marsilio Ficino’s writings, which emphasized spiritual matters over earthly and the elevation of 
the soul. Several of these works illustrate the previously uncommon theme of love between 
centaurs.  
Leon Battista Alberti’s (1404-1472) treatise Della pittura (1435) acted as a manual for 
artists, elucidating the concept of inventio, or creative invention, with regard to illustrating a 
historia – a narrative inspired by “poets and orators.” Citing the classical author Lucian’s 
ekphrastic description of Apelles’ painting Calumny, Alberti’s treatise was the source for Sandro 
Botticelli’s Calumny (c. 1490s), which includes three simulated architectural reliefs depicting 
centaur imagery, the most enigmatic being the rare subject of a centauress tenderly nurturing her 
young (fig. 6.9). A similar example is Piero di Cosimo’s unprecedented image of the centauress 
Hylonome grieving over the loss of her lover, the centaur Cyllarus, in the Battle of the Lapiths 
and Centaurs (fig. 6.23). This chapter will consider Angelo Poliziano’s role as artistic advisor, 
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Medici patronage, and the “court” culture prevalent in Florence, as well as the transmutation of 
centaur imagery in humanist courts of northern Italy, as evidenced in Giovanni Maria 
Falconetto’s frescoed halls of the Palazzo d’Arco, in Mantua. 
Chapter seven, "Chiron: Magister of Medicine, Sage, and Humanist Educator," analyzes 
Chiron’s primary role in Italian Renaissance art as the exemplary humanist educator and advisor. 
The wise centaur-healer epitomizes Marsilio Ficino’s concept of the elevation of the soul and, 
therefore, Chiron imagery can be read in terms of Neoplatonic philosophy. This chapter will 
examine the patron’s interest in images of Chiron as tutor to mythological heroes Achilles and 
Jason. It will also analyze how and why Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) strategically utilized 
Chiron’s character to illustrate how his bestial nature advised princes and rulers to be ruthless in 
political matters.  This chapter will also analyze Filippino Lippi’s unprecedented image of the 
Wounded Centaur (fig. 7.28), which I argue represents Chiron’s accidental death. Finally, 
Chiron’s transformation into the constellation Sagittarius is examined here as both figures 
represent the enlightened and intellectual aspect of the centaur. The image of Sagittarius was a 
common figure in zodiac ceiling imagery. 
Chapter eight, “Hercules, Nessus, Deianira and the Destruction of the Centaur,” will trace 
the decline in imagery of the compassionate and tragic centaur between 1520 and 1600. This 
chapter examines sexuality and brutality in centaur imagery, specifically the expression of lust 
and the blatant implication of rape and bestiality. I argue that the inclusion of this imagery on 
cassoni, in bedroom decoration, and in the decorative arts was primarily a didactic and visual 
tool for new brides and grooms. Although sexual themes continued to exist in centaur imagery, 
after 1520 this dissertation will consider how the emphasis on Neoplatonic interpretations 
diminished and the focus shifted back to lust and barbarism, thus expressly violent subjects such 
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as Nessus Abducting Deianira (fig. 8.29) and Hercules Slaying the Centaur (fig. 8.35) grew in 
popularity; Giambologna’s sculptures of both subjects were frequently copied by his students, 
Antonio Susini and Pietro Tacca.  Furthermore, works featuring Hercules overpowering and 
destroying a centaur acted as metaphors for political power and dominion. During this time, 
Vincenzo de’ Rossi and Giambologna executed large-scales sculptures of Hercules Slaying the 
Centaur, which ultimately reference Medici rule and power.  
My Conclusion will summarize how the dialectic between negative and positive imagery 
underwent several stages: while the negative image of the uncivilized centaur continued to exist 
throughout the Renaissance, a new trend of positive imagery flourished, until older values 






Centaurs in a Christian Context 
 
 
The transition of pagan imagery from antiquity to the medieval period often saw 
mythological characters stripped of their original heathen identity and infused with Christian 
moralizing traits. Mythological figures neither “died” nor did they disappear with the advent and 
continued spread of Christianity; they simply changed meaning to accommodate the principles of 
the new religion. Coarse and altogether bestial representations of the centaur continued to be 
seen in art of the Middle Ages, but now such imagery came to signify immoral characteristics 
exhibited by human beings such as lust, hypocrisy, and duplicity – qualities every good Christian 
should reject. Nevertheless, the notion of the centaur as a simple embodiment of man’s baser 
instincts does not apply to all representations of the mythical hybrid produced during the late 
Middle Ages and into the early Renaissance. This chapter outlines a more nuanced reading of the 
centaur’s place within Christian art from the fourteenth through the sixteenth century. 
Beginning in the late Middle Ages the centaur assumed a new morality in literary and 
visual sources, such as church decoration and manuscript illumination, which I will discuss first.  
By the mid-1300s, we see the transformation of the centaur into a Christianized figure 
specifically in images detailing the episode of St. Anthony, where apocryphal texts elaborate on 
the creature’s role in the saint’s life. Consequently, the centaur’s “Christianization” is 
emphasized in the Renaissance, when the viewers’ perceptions of this creature, at least in this 





Animal Lore: Early Sources 
A plethora of literary sources documenting the existence of curious creatures, as well as 
the physical characteristics and noted behaviors of various types of animals, has been passed 
down to us since ancient times, most notably through the writings of Pliny the Elder and the 
scientific observations of Aristotle (384-322 BCE), also considered the father of “systematic 
zoology.”1 Although Aristotle’s analytical and philosophical treatment of animal studies 
provided a wealth of information to ponder, it was the curious nature and meaning of wild 
creatures that captivated human audiences.  The necessity to demonstrate the hierarchy of man 
over beast resulted in the constant production of essays detailing the numerous ways in which 
humans were the superior species, as dictated in the Bible. Yet, there was also a need to illustrate 
the discernable similarities between humans and animals.  
Ancient and early Christian writers used fables and allegories to demonstrate how 
humans could learn about themselves by studying the behavior of animals.2 The best example of 
such literature is the Physiologus, a Greek text written between the first and fourth centuries by 
an unknown author. Florence McCullogh defines this work as “a compilation of pseudo-science 
																																								 																				
1 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, vol 2, book 7:35. trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1938), 529; Aelian, De natura animalium, trans. A. F. Scholfield (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1958); Aristotle, History of Animals, trans. Richard Cresswell (London: G. Bell, 1902); Edward Payson Evans, 
Animal Symbolism in Ecclesiastical Architecture (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1896), 21-22 and 25. Pliny 
discusses the nature of animals in this section and he journals the existence of two centaurs: “Claudius Caesar writes 
that a hippocentaur was born in Thessaly and died in the same day; and in his reign we actually saw one that was 
brought here for him from Egypt and preserved in honey.” Evans writes that Alexander the Great, during his 
military travels conquering foreign territories, noted details of the exotic and curious creatures he encountered in 
these lands.  Returning to Alexandria, Alexander reported these details to his tutor Aristotle, who made note of them 
and included these descriptions in his philosophic treatise History of Animals, written around 350 BCE. Evans also 
cites that while the ancient Greeks were interested in the scientific and philosophical nature of animal studies, their 
Roman successors did not follow suit. Romans in the age of Pliny and Lucretius were more interested in animal 
entertainment, such as the procurement of wild, ferocious, and exotic beasts to be used in the savage battles of the 
coliseum for the entertainment of the public and, more importantly, the emperor. Regarding Pliny’s Natural History, 
Evans describes the work as “an encyclopedic compilation of current traditions and popular superstitions, instead of 
a record of actual observations and scientific conclusions.” 
2 Joyce E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages (New York: Routledge, Inc., 1994). See chap. 4, 
“Animals as Human Exemplars,” for an in-depth discussion.  
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in which the fantastic descriptions of real and imaginary animals, birds, and even stones were 
used to illustrate points of Christian dogma and morals.”3 The text, believed to be written in 
Alexandria, Egypt, was extremely popular and translated into numerous languages.4 Although it 
was first translated into Latin sometime before 431, the oldest surviving Latin copies date back 
to the eighth century.5  
There is no single source to which the content of the text can be attributed. Since the 
word “physiologus” translates to the “naturalist,” it is more likely than not a reference to a pagan 
author who noted the characteristics of animals he encountered.6 The term “Physiologus” was 
later used as the author’s name and continued as such after an unknown Christian writer included 
allegorical notations to the animal, bird, and stone entries.7 The treatise immediately became a 
popular source of didactic information and entertainment that continued to evolve and expand 
over time to include new and varied types of animals.  
Broken down into sections, each one highlighting a specific animal as well as a 
smattering of moralized stories relative to each creature, the eleventh-century adaption of the 
Physiologus by Bishop Theobaldus of Monte Cassino provides the reader with thirteen animal 
																																								 																				
3 Florence McCullogh, Medieval Latin and French Bestiaries (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1962), 15. The most comprehensive study of the Physiologus is still F. Lauchert, Geschichte des Physiologus 
(Strasbourg: Verlag Karl J. Trübner, 1889). 
4 McCullogh, 18, 20-21. Physiologus, trans. Michael J. Curley (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), xvi. While 
there is much speculation as to the authorship of this work, the location of its production is widely accepted as 
Alexandria. See Curley’s introduction (xvi-xix) for a detailed list of reasons pointing to Alexandria as the text’s 
birthplace. McCullogh also references Fritz Hommel’s Die Aethiopische Uebersetzung des Physiologus (Leipzig: J. 
C. Hinrichs, 1877), wherein Hommel argues for an Alexandrian birthplace due to the inclusion of animals native to 
Egypt, namely the crocodile, the ichneumon, and the ibis. Regarding the date, again there is much debate, which 
places it somewhere between the first and fourth centuries. Curley notes that an Ethiopian translation of the Greek 
text, which dates to the first half of the fifth century, is the earliest known translation, see introduction: xxvii-xxviii; 
while McCullogh states that in the fifth century, the Physiologus was not only translated into Ethiopian but also 
Syrian and Armenian. 
5 Curley, xx-xxi; McCullogh, 21; for an in-depth discussion on the Latin translation see chapter 2: “The Latin 
Physiologus and the Bestiary,” 21-44. 




sections and elaborate allegorical interpretations.8 The bishop’s text was immensely popular 
during the Middle Ages, so much so it was utilized as a school textbook. Theobaldus’ section on 
the Siren explains the hybrid marine creature as having the upper body of a beautiful woman and 
the lower body of a fish or bird. The siren’s seductive song enthralled sailors, leading them to 
their deaths by crashing their vessels against treacherous rocks in the sea. Theobaldus also 
introduces another hybrid monster – the onocentaur; this creature differs from the classical 
centaur in that it is comprised of a human and a donkey, whereas the centaur takes on the shape 
of a human and a horse. Theobaldus interprets both creatures in moralizing terms:  
Many men are there in truth who are thus of two forms in their conduct,  
Saying one thing to you now, but then at once doing another,  
Outwardly saying one thing, but inwardly acting against it,  
Since of this kind there are many, who, speaking the praises of virtue,  
Libertines are yet in deed. Of the State, how they add to the lustre?9   
 
The evils of hypocrisy and lust are exposed here and given corporeal forms. According to 
William J. Travis, the onocentaur did not exist in ancient Greco-Roman mythology.10 If this were 
true, then how and why would Theobaldus include this unknown creature in his translation of the 
Physiologus? The answer lies in the Bible. Travis asserts that sirens and onocentaurs were 
featured in the Bible and that the onocentaur was first mentioned in 250 BCE, when it was 
included in the Septuagint, specifically in the Greek translation of Isaiah.11 Isaiah first speaks of 
the onocentaur when describing the devastation of Babylon (Isa. 13:21-22): 
Now beasts make their home there  
And an empty echo is heard in the houses.  
																																								 																				
8 Theobaldus, Physiologus: A Metrical Bestiary of Twelve Chapters, trans. Alan Wood Rendell (London: John & 
Edward Bumpus, Ltd., 1928), 13. This text is a facsimile reproduction of the Cologne edition published in 1492. 
One of the most popular extant editions of the Phsyiologus came to us through the Italian Bishop Theobaldus, who 
provided a translated edition of the text into Latin in the 11th century; Curly, xxx; while Theobaldus’ text contains 
thirteen animal sections, the original Latin version of the Physiologus contains approximately fifty chapters. 
9 Theobaldus, 87-88. 
10 William J. Travis, “Of Sirens and Onocentaurs: A Romanesque Apocalypse at Montceaux-l'Etoile,” Artibus et 
Historiae 23, no. 45 (2002): 32. 
11 Ibid.  
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Sirens have their habitation there  
And demons dance.  
Onocentaurs dwell there 
And hedgehogs breed in the halls.12  
 
Although Travis dates the appearance of the term “onocentaur” to the third century BCE, 
there is some discrepancy since Aelian (c.170-235) notes the description of onocentaurs was 
mentioned as early as Pythagoras (570-495 BCE); Aelian’s De natura animalium, written around 
the late second/early third century, provides an odd account of the ass-centaur that reads more 
like the description of an ape.13 In this text, he also claims that the chronicle of the onocentaur’s 
history and depiction was an “account given by Pythagoras and attested by Crates of Pergamum 
[c. 200 BCE] in Mysia.”14 
Sometime after the Physiologus had been in circulation, Bishop Isidore of Seville (c. 560-
636) compiled the Etymologies (c. 615): a compendium of universal knowledge based on ancient 
texts, including Pliny the Elder’s Natural History. Interestingly enough, the Etymologies, which 
was comprised of twenty books, featured a section on animals (Book XII: De animalibus) that 
provided new material for the ever-expanding Physiologus.15 Isidore’s Etymologies contained a 
vast and diverse range of subjects from mathematics to geography and wildlife to religion. The 
																																								 																				
12 Ibid., 33. 
13 Aelian, book 17, chapter 9: “There is a certain creature which they call an Onocentaura, and anybody who has 
seen one would never have doubted that the race of Centaurs once existed, and that artificers did not falsify Nature, 
but that time produced even these creatures by blending dissimilar bodies into one. But whether in fact they came 
into being and visited us at one and the same period, or whether rumor, more ductile than any wax and too 
credulous, fashioned them and by some miraculous combination fused the halves of a horse and a man while 
endowing them with a single soul – let us pass them by. But this creature of which my discourse set out to speak, I 
have heard described as follows. Its face is like that of a man and is surrounded by thick hair. Its neck below its face, 
and its chest are also those of a man, but its teats are swelling and stand out on the breast; its shoulders, arms, and 
forearms, its hands too…chest down to the waist are also those of a man.  But its spine, ribs, belly, and hind legs 
closely resemble those of an ass; likewise its color is ashen, although beneath the flanks it inclines to white. The 
hands of this creature serve a double purpose, for when speed is necessary they run in front of the hind legs and it 
can move quite as fast as other quadrupeds. Again, if it needs to pluck something, or to put it down, or to seize and 
hold it tight, what were feet become hands; it no longer walks but sits down. The creature has a violent temper. At 
any rate if captured it will not endure servitude and in its yearning for freedom declines all food and dies of 
starvation.” 
14 Ibid. 
15 McCullogh, 28. 
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entries in the text are broad and include individual entries on animals and fantastic creatures; 
however, the definitions provided by the author are somewhat abstract and elusive.  
For example, Isidore’s primary entry on the centaur presents the reader with a perplexing 
description of the hybrid claiming “their appearance gave their name to the Centaurs, that is, a 
man combined with a horse… Some say that they were horsemen of Thessaly, but because, as 
they rushed into battle, the horses and men seemed to have one body, they maintained the fiction 
of the Centaurs.”16 Isadore’s explanation seems to suggest that the centaur, which literally 
translates to “piercing bull,” was the obvious result of mistaken identity and overactive 
imagination.17 Tales of horses and men rushing along the mountains and seen from a distance 
more than likely fueled the fanciful tales of storytellers and added to the rich cast of fantastic 
creatures populating myths and legends. Regardless of the sometimes complex and puzzling text, 
Isidore’s Etymologies was widely read up to, and throughout, the medieval period.  
Animal lore thrived during the Middle Ages due to the popularity and wide circulation of 
bestiaries, exempla literature, encyclopedic literature, fables, and epics. The bestiary, a medieval 
sourcebook of animals and fantastic creatures that functioned as a moralizing Christian treatise, 
documented animal stories passed down orally from generation to generation, but its 
predominant source of material was the Physiologus. Rising in popularity towards the end of the 
twelfth century, the bestiary was a new type of “nature book” whose encyclopedic format 
divided animals into zoological categories.18 However, the bestiary also combined these items 
with the etymological information established in Isidore’s treatise; his entries on animals and 
peculiar beasts greatly impacted the material included in these nature books. 
																																								 																				
16 Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, trans. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. Beach and Oliver Berghof (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 260.  
17 "Centaur," New World Encyclopedia, 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/p/index.php?title=Centaur&oldid=1002860 (accessed October 22, 2018). 
18 Salisbury, 115.  
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Bestiaries, which were conceived in medieval monasteries, were mostly produced 
throughout Britain and France; nevertheless, their popularity was widespread and, therefore, 
many were executed elsewhere in Europe, namely Italy, Germany, Austria, Spain, Flanders, and 
Iceland.19 Manuscripts, particularly ones written in Latin, traveled widely, exposing foreign 
lands to bestiaries. Sometime around the mid-thirteenth century, bestiaries appear in Tuscany in 
the vernacular, such as the well-known Fiori di virtu (early 14th c.).20 The latter is believed to 
derive approximately one-third of its chapter contents from the Physiologus.21 Bestiaries 
established themselves as vital tools for iconography because they provided artists with a rich 
sourcebook of animal imagery and detailed behaviors. As a result, pictorial representations of the 
centaur allowed audiences a glimpse at a multifaceted creature that could be interpreted in many 
different ways.  
Joyce Salisbury explains that the intriguing world of fable and bestiary illustrations 
slowly crept out of their literary confines and emerged into wall decoration sometime during the 
late eleventh century; spectators were amused and captivated by these illustrations, which 
increasingly grew in popularity and continued to evolve into animated carvings in church 
décor.22 Ultimately, these fable and bestiary literary characters became visual depictions 
independent of their textual origins.23 
																																								 																				
19 Salisbury, 114; Curley, xxx. The most famous French bestiaries were those by Philippe de Thaon (composed c. 
1121), Gervaise (Bestiaire, written c. 1200-1215), Guillaume le Clerc (composed in the early thirteenth century), 
and Pierre de Beauvais (written before 1218).   
20 Kenneth McKenzie, “Unpublished Manuscripts of Italian Bestiaries,” PMLA 20 no. 2 (1905): 380-433. See 
McKenzie article for an in-depth discussion on Italian bestiaries. 
21 Curley, xxxii. 
22 Salisbury, 115. 
23 Ibid. Salisbury cites the Bayeux Tapestry (11th century) as the first example of visual evidence that fable and 
bestiary literary figures were removed from the text utilized in a visual canvas. The creatures depicted in the tapestry 
have no bearing on the narrative, which was to commemorate the victory of William the Conqueror and the 
Normans over the Saxons in the Battle of Hastings.  
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The inclusion of hybrid monster imagery in medieval sacred interiors proved to be a 
source of contention for some. The twelfth-century French abbot Bernard of Clairvaux, in his 
Apologia (c. 1125), reveals a deep concern and frustration regarding the indecency and 
distraction caused by art within monasteries:  
In the cloisters, before the eyes of the brothers while they read – what is that ridiculous 
monstrosity doing, an amazing kind of deformed beauty and yet a beautiful deformity? 
What are the filthy apes doing there? The fierce lions? The monstrous centaurs? The 
creatures, part man and part beast? … In short, everywhere so plentiful and astonishing a 
variety of contradictory forms is seen that one would rather read in the marble than in 
books, and spend the whole day wondering at every single one of them than in meditating 
on the law of God.  Good God! If one is not ashamed of the absurdity, why is one not at 
least troubled at the expense?24 
 
Bernard’s diatribe confronts the concern that the curiosity and intrigue ignited by these images 
distracted monks from their focus: reading and meditation. Yet, Bernard’s frustration is 
specifically directed towards the excess of art in monasteries. Long before the Middle Ages, the 
function of art within church decoration was viewed as didactic – art was utilized to instruct the 
illiterate in Christian education. Pope Gregory the Great (c. 540-604) pronounced the usefulness 
of art as a necessary aid in religious instruction. Two letters written by Gregory to Bishop 
Serenus of Marseille (bishop 595-600) argue that images were not to be adored but they were to 
be utilized strictly as a form of religious education for the illiterate to “raise the spiritual 
awareness of the viewer.”25 The view of art as a method of instruction was highly regarded and 
continued through the medieval period.  
																																								 																				
24 Conrad Rudolph, The “Things of Greater Importance”: Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia and the Medieval 
Attitude Toward Art (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), 12. See Rudolph’s chapter, “Art as a 
Spiritual Distraction to the Monk,” for an extensive list of other early church and medieval clergy who denounced 
ecclesiastical art as distracting and damaging to the soul, as well as others, like Abbot Suger, who applauded art as a 
means of Christian education. 
25 Ibid., 50. Gregory I argued, in his letter to Bishop Serenus, for the didactic use of art as a religious tool after 
Serenus entered the churches of Marseilles and had the images cast out and destroyed. Serenus, an iconoclast, 
initially disregarded Gregory’s letter, which told him to embrace these artworks. Serenus believed the letter to be a 
forgery but Gregory sent a second letter admonishing Serenus for his barbaric actions. 
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Medieval scholar Conrad Rudolph clarifies that Bernard was not troubled by art in 
churches, as Christian education was the concern of the bishop, but that art, particularly images 
of hybrid monsters, had no place in monastic life since illiteracy was a non-issue.26 Bernard’s 
polemic against hybrid beasts is essentially an attack upon their contradictory nature: hybrids are 
a corruption of nature, a conjoining of disparate forms, and an impossible mixture of the 
zoological classes. Furthermore, their ability to distract the viewer lies in the puzzling question 
of their anatomical structure. Yet it is noteworthy that while Bernard decries the hybrid’s 
appearance as a “monstrosity,” he is also captivated by it, describing the creature as “an amazing 
kind of deformed beauty and yet a beautiful deformity.”27 The complexity of the hybrid, both 
physically and symbolically, is what makes it so compelling. 
Centaurs in medieval imagery most often played a minor role, often allegorical, as 
personifications of the baser side of humanity, namely hypocrisy.28  An early example attributed 
to the Maestro delle Vele, a follower of Giotto, is the fresco Allegory of Obedience, which forms 
part of the Franciscan Allegories fresco cycle decorating the Lower Church in Assisi (fig. 1.1).29 
According to Julian Gardner, this fresco, dating from 1310-1320, presents the centaur as the 
personification of Presumption (Superbia), as cited in the inscription below the fresco. Gardner 
argues that in this fresco, the centaur, seen departing at the lower right, “represents the 
bestialized and hypocritical humanity expelled.”30 
The centaur’s evolution from antiquity through the medieval period presents us with a 
hybrid beast that was complicated in both character and symbolism, which resulted in both 
																																								 																				
26 Ibid., 51. 
27 Ibid., 122-123. 
28 Simona Cohen, Animals as Disguised Symbols in Renaissance Art (Boston: Brill, 2008), 169. 
29 Diana Norman, Siena, Florence, and Padua: Art, Society, and Religion 1280-1400 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1995), 1:37.  
30 Julian Gardner, Giotto and his Publics: Three Paradigms of Patronage (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2011), 99.  
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negative and positive attributes. By the 1300s, Christian audiences might have interpreted these 
animals as more or less menacing depending on the context of the imagery. In fact, centaurs 
could have been perceived as non-threatening figures in certain instances. It has become clear, 
however, that even before the dawning of the Renaissance, centaur imagery captured both 
favorable and troublesome characteristics exhibited by these creatures.  
 
The Centaur in Christian Texts: Vita Antonii and Vita Pauli 
Centaurs in the medieval period were liminal beings teetering on the threshold of human 
and animal and often portrayed as wicked or comical. While it is true that they were typically 
associated with negative characteristics, there is a misconception that all centaur imagery 
featured destructive or demonic creatures. Examining several thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
images of centaurs, it is undeniable that artists continued to portray centaurs in a pessimistic 
manner; however, there are several instances where this creature sheds its monstrous persona and 
proves that it is capable of rational thought and civilized action. Hints of human-like qualities 
rendering hybrid beasts in a more sympathetic light began to emerge during the transition from 
medieval to Early Renaissance; nowhere is this progressive imagery made more manifest than in 
visual depictions detailing the encounter between St. Anthony Abbot and the centaur. The latter 
underwent a spiritual conversion in the apocryphal Christian story, which describes St. 
Anthony’s trials while journeying through the desert in pursuit of St. Paul.  
Saint Anthony Abbot of Egypt was among the most beloved and popular saints of the 
Middle Ages; his devotion to God, extreme penitence and self-censure propelled him to become 
one of the most revered saints. For God-fearing people of the medieval period, Anthony set an 
example of piety, proper conduct befitting a good Christian, and self-castigation in 
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acknowledgment of committing sins. Episodes of Anthony’s life captured in fresco cycles and 
paintings appealed to Christian audiences for didactic purposes.  
The brief episodes where St. Anthony encounters a centaur and a satyr became popular 
subjects for late medieval and early Renaissance artists. Although they were often featured in 
large-scale fresco cycles narrating the life of Anthony, these scenes were also often featured in 
predella panels, such as the Sienese panel (figs. 1.2) that includes the centaur holding a branch of 
some sort and pointing the way to Paul’s cave. Although the painting presents a bare landscape – 
a single hill dotted with three thin but full trees – the basic elements of the apocryphal episode 
are included. The encounter between Anthony and the centaur is made known to us through three 
principal authors: St. Athanasius (c. 296-373), St. Jerome (347-420), and Jacobus da Voragine 
(1228-1298). Toward the mid-fourth century, Athanasius, then Bishop of Alexandria, penned his 
Greek account of the life of St. Anthony (also called the Hermit), which spoke of Anthony’s self-
inflicted isolation, as well as the torment and abuse he was subjected to at the hands of numerous 
demons while traversing the desert.  
Athanasius’ account of St. Anthony presents us with a deeply religious man – one who 
attempts to shun human contact by seeking solitude in the wilderness. Foiling his attempt at a 
hermetic life, demons endlessly seek to plague and torture him. Paragraph 53 in the Vita Antonii 
states:  
A few days after, as he [Anthony] was working (for he was careful to work hard), some 
one stood at the door and pulled the plait which he was working, for he used to weave 
baskets, which he gave to those who came in return for what they brought him. And 
rising up he saw a beast like a man to the thighs but having legs and feet like those of an 
ass. And Anthony only signed himself and said, ‘I am a servant of Christ. If thou art sent 
against me, behold I am here.’ But the beast together with his evil spirits fled, so that, 
through his speed, he fell and died. And the death of the beast was the fall of the demons. 
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For they strove in all manner of ways to lead Anthony from the desert and were not 
able.31  
 
The implication that Anthony is describing a hybrid beast is clear and even though he does not 
use the term “centaur,” the physical description is unmistakably that of an onocentaur. 
Nevertheless, when describing Anthony’s arduous journey through the desert, Athanasius never 
specifically identifies any of the tormenting demons as centaur or satyr. Furthermore, it is 
indisputable that the centaur in Athanasius’ account is a demonic presence. The creature’s true 
nature is made manifest when Anthony, who makes the sign of the cross, proclaims he is a 
“servant of God”; the monstrous beast immediately takes flight and falls dead to the earth.32 
Associating the creature with “evil spirits” and aligning the “death of the beast” with the “fall of 
the demons” attests to Athanasius’ belief that the creature is a minion of the devil.  
 Athanasius’ text is the first biographical source for the life of St. Anthony the Hermit. 
Several years later, about 374/375 CE, Jerome penned his version of St. Anthony’s quest in what 
is known as the Latin version of the Life of St. Paul.33  Jerome’s text introduces two hybrids 
identified by name as a centaur and a satyr. Jerome’s account is striking; he conveys Anthony’s 
surprise at learning of another hermit, much older than he, who has devoted himself to God and 
dwells in the desert. Anthony, filled with a need to meet this man, embarks on a quest to find the 
ascetic.34 Jerome vividly details Anthony’s harrowing journey, revealing that the way had 
become long, arduous, and taxing under the fiery sun. Anthony finds himself in a barren 
wasteland; lost, confused, and unaware of which direction to take, he beseeches God to present 
him with a guide:    
																																								 																				
31 Athanasius: Select Works and Letters, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, vol. 4 of Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, series 2 (New York: Christian Literature Publishing Company, 1924), 210. 
32 Fenelli, “From the Vita Pauli to The Legenda Breviarii,” 37. Fenelli has published extensively on images of St. 
Anthony in medieval and Renaissance art.  
33 Jerome: Select Works and Letters, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, vol. 6 of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 
series 2 (New York: Cosimo, Inc., 2007).  
34 When Anthony learns of Paul the Hermit, he is ninety years old; Paul is one hundred thirteen, ibid., 300. 
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Scorching noontide came, with a broiling sun overhead, but still he did not suffer himself 
to be turned from the journey he had begun. Said he, ‘I believe in my God: sometime or 
other He will show me the fellow-servant whom He promised me.’ He said no more. All 
at once he beholds a creature of mingled shape, half horse half man, called by the poets 
Hippocentaur. At the sight of this he arms himself by making on his forehead the sign of 
salvation, and then exclaims, ‘Holloa! Where in these parts is a servant of God living?’ 
The monster after gnashing out some kind of outlandish utterance, in words broken rather 
than spoken through his bristling lips, at length finds a friendly mode of communication, 
and extending his right hand points out the way desired. Then with swift flight he crosses 
the spreading plain and vanishes from the sight of his wondering companion. But whether 
the devil took this shape to terrify him, or whether it be that the desert which is known to 
abound in monstrous animals engenders that kind of creature also, we cannot decide.35 
 
Jerome writes that Anthony was “amazed” by his experience with this creature and that 
he followed the path shown to him by the centaur and soon encountered another mythological 
beast: a satyr.  The hermit described this curious beast as “a mannikin with hooked snout, horned 
forehead, and extremities like goats' feet.”36 Believing the creature to be a demon, Anthony put 
forth his cross in an attempt to ward off the monster. To his shock, the satyr proceeded to offer 
Anthony food, in the form of dates; the satyr then asked Anthony for God’s blessing.37  
Jerome’s account presents the reader with a fascinating revelation: both centaur and satyr 
are not demons. After Anthony petitioned God to send him a guide, a centaur appeared to him. 
The hybrid did not torment or mislead Anthony; instead, it instructed the Hermit as to the correct 




37 Ibid. “When he saw this, Antony like a good soldier seized the shield of faith and the helmet of hope: the creature 
none the less began to offer to him the fruit of the palm-trees to support him on his journey and as it were pledges of 
peace. Antony perceiving this stopped and asked who he was. The answer he received from him was this: “I am a 
mortal being and one of those inhabitants of the desert whom the Gentiles deluded by various forms of error 
worship under the names of Fauns, Satyrs, and Incubi. I am sent to represent my tribe. We pray you in our behalf to 
entreat the favour of your Lord and ours, who, we have learned, came once to save the world, and 'whose sound has 
gone forth into all the earth.'” As he uttered such words as these, the aged traveller's cheeks streamed with tears, the 
marks of his deep feeling, which he shed in the fullness of his joy. He rejoiced over the Glory of Christ and the 
destruction of Satan, and marveling all the while that he could understand the Satyr's language, and striking the 
ground with his staff, he said, “Woe to you, Alexandria, who instead of God worshippest monsters! Woe to you, 
harlot city, into which have flowed together the demons of the whole world! What will you say now? Beasts speak of 
Christ, and you instead of God worship monsters.” He had not finished speaking when, as if on wings, the wild 
creature fled away.” 
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version of this story, the centaur, a demonic being in Athanasius’ text, is now presented as a 
benevolent creature; we can even go so far as to argue that the centaur was the guide that God 
promised to send to Anthony.  
Jerome’s account of St. Anthony’s journey is vastly different from Athanasius’ version. 
As Laura Fenelli observes, Jerome’s text “not only adds a peculiar episode” to Athanasius’ 
biography, it “radically alters” the story.38 One text presents Anthony as a solitary figure keeping 
away from human contact and continuously fending off demons, while the subsequent version 
presents Anthony as the desert traveller who, in his quest for Paul’s cave, is accosted and aided 
by three strange creatures: a centaur, a satyr, and a she-wolf. Athanasius’ text tells of maleficent 
creatures that attempt to hinder Anthony’s desire for solitude and meditation; in contrast, 
Jerome’s text introduces beasts as a means of assisting Anthony to achieve his goal. The hybrids 
in Jerome’s account, both mythological creatures from the pagan past, make no effort to harm 
the hermit nor do they tempt him to stray from his path. Fenelli argues that their connotation is 
not negative because their ability to communicate with Anthony through their use of the human 
language illustrates that they are more in tune with their humanity than their bestial aspect.39   
A departure from the classical illustrations of the savage centaur, the image of this hybrid 
in Jerome’s account of St. Anthony’s journey reveals a tame and humble beast. The centaur’s 
lack of violence and its act of kindness in providing Anthony with assistance illustrate an aspect 
of the centaur’s character traditionally reserved for images of Chiron, the wise centaur healer. 
This alternative reading of the centaur’s personality illustrates that this creature has the capacity 
to exhibit moral judgment, compassion, and kindness. Furthermore, the satyr, who is sometimes 
represented with the centaur in visual depictions of this narrative, also displays unusually docile 
																																								 																				
38 Fenelli, “From the Vita Pauli to The Legenda Breviarii,” 37.  
39 Ibid., 39. 
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behavior, as noted in two Florentine images (figs. 1.3 and 1.4). The first work, part of a larger 
fresco cycle in Le Campora and possibly executed by Pietro Nelli (active 1375-d. 1419), presents 
Anthony in the left foreground holding a staff in his right while his left hand is slightly extended, 
palm facing down. A outcropping of large, craggy rocks rises from the ground in a steep, upward 
trajectory. A horned satyr holds a date palm branch in his right hand, which he extends to 
Anthony. The satyr stands upon a boulder, which places the creature at eye-level with the saint. 
Just above the satyr a centaur references the other episode in Anthony’s journey; however, 
Anthony’s attention is on the satyr at the moment.  
The predella painting, executed approximately a century later, relegates the meeting 
between Anthony and the centaur to the shadows in the far background; furthermore, the artist 
references the next occurrence in the satyr’s encounter with the saint. The date palm is omitted 
from the scene and the satyr stands before Anthony with arms and hands outstretched entreating 
the saint to pray for him. Fenelli stresses that this is “crucial, for such a request proves, in 
Jerome’s opinion, that the satyr has a soul, which can be saved by the hermit’s prayers.”40  
Jacobus de Voragine (1228-1298), a priest of the Dominican order, who became 
archbishop of Genoa in 1292, compiled the third and most influential text on St. Anthony Abbot. 
Legenda aurea, composed around 1260, is a rich anthology detailing the lives of the saints, 
which became a late-medieval bestseller.41 Like Jerome’s account of the Life of St. Paul, written 
nearly nine hundred years earlier, Voragine’s text also provides a rather succinct account of 
Anthony receiving aid from three creatures: centaur, satyr, and she-wolf. Voragine writes: “First 
he [Anthony] met a hippocentaur, a creature half man and half horse, who directed him to go to 
the right…next he encountered an animal carrying some dates, the upper part of whose body was 
																																								 																				
40 Ibid., 40. 
41 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William Granger Ryan, 2 vols. 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993). 
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that of a man, the lower parts those of a goat…finally a wolf came to meet him and led him to 
Saint Paul’s cell.”42 Animals played instrumental roles in all three versions of St. Anthony’s life. 
Athanasius recounts apparitions of wild animals – namely “lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents, 
asps, scorpions, and wolves – continued to torment Anthony.”43 The role they play in the first 
text is negative, wherein the intent is to plague Anthony until his will is shattered and he 
ultimately yields to the devil.  
Jerome and Jacobus present a benign and spiritual alternative to the inclusion of wild 
beasts in the story. Bicci di Lorenzo’s (1373-1452), St. Anthony Abbot fresco cycle (fig. 1.5), in 
the Church of San Antonio, Pescia, illustrates the role that beasts play in the narrative. Now the 
animals act as guides, providers of sustenance, and general aides: the centaur provides direction, 
the satyr provides Anthony with dates, the she-wolf escorts Anthony to the cave, and, as 
illustrated in Bicci’s fresco, the crow (or raven) acts as the hand of God by carrying bread to St. 
Paul on a daily basis.44 When Paul’s spirit leaves his body, two lions emerge from the wilderness 
and proceed to dig a grave for the deceased hermit (Anthony was deprived of the means to bury 
Paul); following the burial, the lions retreat into the wilderness.  
Although Voragine’s account of the Life of St. Paul is brief, his apocryphal hagiographic 
texts as a whole were extremely popular during the Renaissance. Artists utilized various texts 
that were at their disposal, but Voragine’s stories were favored for their artistic inspiration. 
Perhaps this was because his compilation of stories on the lives of the saints was written just 
before the dawn of the Renaissance and was, therefore, a more contemporary and accessible 
work of literature. Late-medieval and early-Renaissance images that included the episode of St. 
Anthony and the Centaur presented a creature that lacked the traditional aggressive and savage 
																																								 																				
42 Ibid., 1: 84-85. Ryan’s translation of the original Latin text.  
43 Athanasius, 198. 
44 Ibid., 85. 
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mannerisms with which it was associated. While many of the aforementioned earlier images 
simply illustrate the centaur pointing the way for St. Anthony, there are other unusual and 
enigmatic examples that allude to the centaur’s transformation into a Christianized figure.   
 
Christian Imagery: St. Anthony Abbot Meets a Centaur and a Satyr 
 Some of the earliest extant imagery featuring this episode can be found in illuminated 
manuscripts. A folio from Naples (fig. 1.6), which dates between 1350 and 1375, is attributed to 
Roberto d’Oderisio (c. 1330-1382), a prominent southern-Italian artist active in the Neapolitan 
court of King Charles III (reigned 1382-86).  Both remarkable and unusual in its execution, the 
centaur is not shown as a diminutive or secondary character in the story.  No longer content to 
remain a marginal figure, the centaur finds itself in a new position. Here the creature takes on an 
important role and is placed front and center between the figures of St. Anthony and St. Paul.  
The hybrid, gesturing to both saints with outstretched arms, appears to act as an intermediary for 
the other figures. The composition is not considered a continuous narrative, which makes the 
inclusion of Paul within this space unusual. The centaur and St. Paul are never mentioned 
together in any of the literary sources. Although the centaur does provide Anthony with 
directions, it is the she-wolf that physically leads Anthony to Paul’s cave, culminating in the end 
of his journey. Yet here, the centaur appears as the figure connecting the saints, or rather, 
bringing them together.  
The most puzzling detail is the manner in which the centaur is depicted: long, flowing, 
and beautifully groomed brown locks, a pink tunic covering its upper human body, its white 
equine parts highlighted in blue tones, and its demeanor tranquil yet confident.  Absent is the 
typical image of the traditionally disheveled, savage, mountain-dwelling beast. The gentle nature 
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suggested by his manner and the style in which he is rendered imply that this centaur identifies 
itself more with its human nature than its equine aspect. In fact, the centaur’s unusual placement 
in the foreground seemingly acting as intercessor, its peaceful yet authoritative stance, and its 
delicate physiognomy present it as a Christ-like figure.   
Oderisio’s style was influenced greatly by Giotto, who visited Naples between 1328 and 
1333, and his followers. However, there appears to be no known precedent for this enigmatic 
imagery, which makes it all the more intriguing given its early date, and most of Oderisio’s 
successors represent the far more common and traditional depiction of a forest-dwelling hybrid 
beast, sans clothing and civilized mannerisms. Imagery featuring a centaur clothed in a tunic is 
highly unusual and few, if any, examples would have existed in the Trecento. However, a 
pharmacy jar (fig. 1.7) produced in Tuscany may provide more insight into the depictions of 
centaurs during the fourteenth century.  
The jar features a rather crude depiction of a centaur in profile. Three colors form the 
palette of this ware: beige, brown, and greenish-blue. The outlines of the body are thick; the style 
of the hair coarse with the face of a human; the upper body is sheathed in a blue long-sleeved 
tunic, which appears to be shapeless and ordinary. Might this creature represent Chiron, the 
ancient and wise centaur healer and teacher? If so, this could explain the artist’s attempt to 
associate the creature with human-like attributes, namely clothing. According to Jean Seznec, the 
illustration of a clothed figure meant that it was not rendered classically.45 Since these images 
were executed just before the Renaissance when interest in classical forms began to grow, it 
seems justifiable that centaurs could or would have been depicted semi-clothed.46 Regarding 
																																								 																				
45 Seznec, 197-198. 
46 The jar forms part of the vast maiolica collection at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, England.  According to 
the object description, the shape of this jar is of Islamic origin. It is noteworthy that the centaur, here, is 
accompanied by two other human figures. Turning the jar towards the left, a falconer faces the centaur. He holds a 
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Oderisio’s illustration, perhaps he was being clever in his manipulation of the centaur figure, 
hinting at the rejection of its pagan past and its acceptance of the Christian God. 
Compared to hybrid imagery by late Trecento Florentine artists in the Le Campora fresco 
(fig. 1.3), in Niccolò di Tommaso’s (active 1343-1376) fresco in Santissima Annunziata (fig. 
1.8), and in Agnolo Gaddi’s (1350-1396) fresco in Santa Croce (fig. 1.9), which are all similar in 
showing the centaur pointing the way to Paul’s cave, d’Oderisio’s placement of the centaur is 
curious because it sets the creature on equal footing with two saints.47 The trend with most artists 
was to situate the centaur in the background, which would diminish its role in favor of the more 
important figures of Sts. Anthony and Paul, who stood in the lower foreground. In most 
instances, and especially evident at Le Campora, the centaur appears to be in motion moving 
away from the scene yet turning back towards the figure of Anthony and pointing, in an effort to 
provide the hermit with directions.48 The centaur is typically shown with outstretched arms 
motioning as if engaged in conversation; with his hand, right or left depending on the position of 
the figure, the centaur points towards St. Paul’s cave. The Le Campora artist’s placement of the 
centaur also allows for the inclusion of the satyr, which is infrequently paired with the centaur in 
these images. The artist’s knowledge of Jacobus da Voragine’s text is indicated by the motif of 
the date palm – the food the satyr offers to Anthony.  
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																																			
falcon in his hand. The composition is divided by a thick brown vertical line and on the opposite side a woman 
stands facing the falconer. The falconer and the woman are depicted in the same greenish-blue color as the centaur.  
47 Miklós Boskovits, Pittura fiorentina alla vigilia del Rinascimento: 1370–1400 (Florence: Edam, 1975), 61. 
Boskovits was the first to name Pietro Nelli as author of the Le Campora fresco cycles.  
48 Laura Fenelli, “Il convento scomparso: Note per una ricostruzione del complesso fiorentino di Santa Maria al 
Sepolcro (Le Campora),” in Mitteilungen Des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 55:2 (2013): 147-81. Fenelli’s 
essay attempts to reconstruct the late Trecento fresco cycle featuring episodes from the life of St. Anthony Abbot. 
The author stresses the artist’s attention to detail and precision with regard to the inclusion of animals and demons 





It is interesting to note that the most detailed and complex works are predella panels. 
These little works often contain the most descriptive and entertaining images, filled with rich 
details and nuances. When compared with large-scale fresco scenes, such as Agnolo Gaddi’s 
fresco of this episode in Santa Croce, we can see the complicated nature of the smaller paintings. 
Gaddi’s fresco presents the viewer with a large-scale figure of St. Anthony, located in the lower 
left foreground, looking upwards and gesturing to the right. He is situated before a group of 
craggy, ivory mountain peaks and is engaged in conversation with the centaur, which stands 
amid the peaks.  The centaur, whose face has been damaged and is no longer visible, is shown in 
side profile with a white round rump and white flowing tail. Its torso and outstretched arms are 
turned back towards the figure of St. Anthony. While the centaur is poised with right hand open 
and palm facing up, we can see that the left arm is bent at the elbow with his hand out and 
forefinger pointing directly towards the right, presumably the direction of Paul’s cave.  
Gaddi’s composition is beautifully rendered but simple, straightforward, and uneventful. 
When examining his composition in comparison to Martino di Bartolomeo’s (1389-1434) 
predella panel (fig. 1.10) of the same subject and executed within the same time period, we can 
see the marked difference in iconography and dramatic content.49 Martino’s panel is filled with 
excitement and drama. Although significantly smaller in size, Martino’s version is compelling 
and sophisticated due to its use of continuous narrative. St. Anthony lies prostrate on the desert 
floor as he is tormented by a plague of baton-wielding winged demons. To the right, the scene 
changes entirely and we encounter a centaur near the entrance to a cave. The centaur holds a 
																																								 																				
49 Unfortunately, I could not determine the exact size of the Martino panel. According to the Fondazione Zeri 
archival catalogue (accessed on July 20, 2017), this work, one of three extant predella panels, is believed to be part 






baton in its left hand and with its right hand, it indicates to St. Anthony (standing to the far right) 
the way to Paul’s cave. This work introduces two separate scenes but, more importantly, it 
juxtaposes the true demons next to the centaur – the “alleged” demon. Evil and goodness are 
placed side by side here. Devils plague and torment the ailing St. Anthony but it is the centaur 
that comes to his aid when summoned by God to provide the saint with his path to Paul. 
Early Quattrocento artists remained faithful to the trend of relegating the centaur to the 
background. It remained a minor figure throughout the fourteenth and until the last quarter of the 
fifteenth century. The use of continuous narrative became more prevalent during this period, as it 
conveniently and strategically incorporates several episodes into one composition. Like Martino 
in his predella panel, the Master of the Osservanza (active late 1420s – early 1440s) makes use of 
continuous narrative in his panel painting of Anthony’s journey (fig. 1.11).50 This work, the sixth 
in a series of eight panels, is vastly different from previous and successive images.51 In fact, of 
the eight paintings, those depicting the barren and gloomy details of the wilderness are perhaps 
the most exquisite and enigmatic.  
																																								 																				
50 There is a long-standing debate as to whether the Master of the Osservanza is actually the well-known Sienese 
painter, Sano di Pietro (1405-1481), both active during the same period. Bernard Berenson initially proposed this 
theory even though he did not believe Sano executed the Anthony panels; Berenson argued for Sassetta as author of 
the Anthony panels. Alberto Graziani was the first scholar to argue for the authorship of the Master of the 
Osservanza. See Alberto Graziano, “Il Maestro dell’Osservanza,” Proporzioni 2 (1948): 75-88. Most recently, 
Miklos Boskovits, of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, has argued that the Master of the Osservanza 
and Siano di Pietro are one and the same. For the most comprehensive and recent arguments regarding authorship 
for the Saint Anthony series see Boskovits and David Alan Brown, et al., Italian Paintings of the Fifteenth Century: 
The Systematic Catalogue of the National Gallery of Art (Washington, DC, 2003), 479-95, 612-13. To avoid any 
confusion, I will continue refer to the author of this panel as the Master of the Osservanza.  
51 E. K. Waterhouse, [a different article from the one just meant?] “Sassetta and the Legend of St. Anthony,” 
Burlington 59 (September 1931): 113. Boskovits, 487, notes that these paintings do not belong to a series of predella 
panels due to the “vertical grain of the wood support”; however, he does believe that the series once formed part of 
an altarpiece – a theory originally proposed by Ellis Waterhouse. The list of panels in the series and their locations 
are as follows: (1) Saint Anthony at Mass (Gemäldegalerie, Berlin); (2) Saint Anthony Distributing His Wealth and 
(3) Saint Anthony Leaving His Monastery (National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC); (4) Saint Anthony Tempted by 
the Devil in the Guise of a Woman and (5) Saint Anthony Beaten by Devils (Yale University Art Gallery, New 
Haven); (6) Saint Anthony Abbot in the Wilderness (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York); (7) Meeting of Saint 
Anthony with Saint Paul the Hermit and (8) Funeral of Saint Anthony (National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC). 
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The Master of the Osservanza strips the environment down to the barest essentials. His 
simplistic and uncomplicated rendering of beige undulating hills, the deep forest-green hues that 
bring life to the leafy tree tops amid the barren desert, and the deep cavernous entrance to Paul’s 
cave evoke an eerie sense of calm within this desolate landscape. A strong sense of isolation and 
emptiness is projected onto the viewer, as we begin to understand what Anthony is experiencing. 
Lost and dejected, he treads slowly through the hills while carrying his staff bearing the Tau-
shaped top. When he encounters a centaur holding a green tree-branch in its right hand, we can 
infer through figural gestures that the saint is asking the creature to show him the way to Paul’s 
cave (fig. 1.11).  
Emphasis on the centaur’s humanity reoccurs in an early-sixteenth-century predella 
panel, which recalls the earlier Christianizing centaur-figure in Oderisio’s illuminated folio (fig. 
1.6). This work (fig. 1.12), recently attributed to Benedetto di Montagna, embroiders upon the 
frequently understated civilized qualities of the centaur. Montagna’s hybrid is unlike any other 
centaur ever illustrated; it distinguishes itself from the Naples creature in its specific and unusual 
depiction of the centaur bearing the torso and face of an old man with a long white beard. The 
creature’s human features are nearly identical to the image of St. Anthony sitting across from 
him.  
Mauro Lucco’s monograph Bartolomeo di Montagna, a study devoted to the oeuvre of 
Benedetto’s father (c. 1449/1450-1523), provides new insight into the authorship of this work.52 
Lucco introduces another predella panel identified as St. Anthony on His Journey (fig. 1.13) and 
ascribed to Bartolomeo, which could be a companion to the St. Anthony and centaur painting. 
The subject of the work in question is unclear but it appears to be St. Anthony shown in profile 
and praying towards something or someone off to the right. Three monks kneel in prayer directly 
																																								 																				
52 Mauro Lucco, Bartolomeo Cincani detto Montagna (Treviso: Zoppelli e Lizzi, 2014). 
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behind the saint. The figures are situated outdoors in a region covered in hills and stones; 
meanwhile, in the distance two or three figures gather in conversation and a cluster of turreted 
castles can be seen to the right. Most curious is the inclusion of a nude, pagan statue in the 
background off to the far right – an uncommon feature in visual episodes detailing St. Anthony’s 
life.  
There remains disagreement about the attribution of this panel, which bears upon 
interpretation of its iconography and its relation to the other similar panels.  Lionello Puppi 
asserts that the style of this panel (fig. 1.13) is unquestionably Montagnesque and he proposes 
the authorship of Bartolomeo.53 Barbieri, however, argues that the influence of northern art, 
evident in the turreted castles and the treatment of the foliage, is Benedetto’s contribution; he 
also suggests the nude statue is inspired by engravings where Benedetto included male nudes.54 
Supporting Barbieri’s hypothesis is Mauro Lucco’s suggestion that the background on the right 
is an exact copy of Albrecht Dürer’s c. 1496 engraving, The Monstrous Pig of Landser (fig. 
1.14).55 Lucco’s theory is more persuasive because the similarities in the architecture of both 
works are clearly evident. Moreover, Benedetto’s interest in Dürer’s engravings is easily 
detected in the northern treatment of the foliage found in the panel St. Anthony and the Centaur. 
Lucco maintains this is direct evidence that the panel St. Anthony on His Journey is not by 
Bartolomeo’s hand, since this was “a phenomenon never recorded elsewhere in all of 
Bartolomeo’s work.”56 
																																								 																				
53 Lionello Puppi, “Un'integrazione al catalogo e al regesto di B. Montagna,” Antichità viva 14 (1975): 23-29. The 
Palazzo Thiene, in Vicenza, also attributes this work to Bartolomeo Montagna.  
54 Franco Barbieri, Pittori di Vicenza, 1480-1520: Bartolomeo e Benedetto Montagna, Giovanni Buonconsiglio, 
Giovanni Speranza, Francesco Verla, Marcello Fogolino, Girolamo di Stefano, Giacomo da Vicenza, Girolamo dal 
Toso (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1981), 65. 
55 Lucco, 403. 
56 Ibid., 402. 
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Puppi claims that the work, which features St. Anthony and three monks, once belonged 
to the Breganze predella panels, signed and dated to 1517, which disappeared from the Museo 
Civico di Vicenza around 1900; however, Puppi never noted a connection between this panel and 
the painting of St. Anthony and the Centaur. Lucco was the first to propose a relationship 
between both predella panels; his argument is based on his certainty that Benedetto had executed 
at least two other panel paintings in Vicenza featuring St. Anthony. Lucco cites Marco Boschini 
(1602–1681), a Venetian painter, engraver, and writer, who credited Benedetto with having 
painted a lost panel originally located in the Chiesa dei Servi: “The altar to the left, with God the 
Father, also shows Christ on the Cross above the clouds with the Holy Spirit; to the right are two 
saints: Saint Justina and another; to the left are the Saints Christopher, John the Baptist and 
Anthony Abbot; this is the work of Benedetto Montagna.”57 Lucco cites two other panels: one 
located in the Chiesa Carmine, as signed by Benedetto but not dated, More importantly, a lost 
work that was once in the Convent of San Biagio, in Vincenzo, mentioned by Boschini in 1677 
and again by Luigi Lanzi in 1796, who wrote: “The Holy Trinity, who crowns the Blessed Virgin 
with angels and cherubs in heaven; and below, Saint Anthony Abbot on his knees is the work of 
Benedetto di Montagna, brother to Bartolomeo, and executed in the year 1535, with many varied 
panels that number eight in total displaying the Devil’s various temptations toward St. Anthony: 
this work is all by the same author.”58  Lucco claims that it is possible that the centaur panel 
formed part of the aforementioned eight panels; however, he notes that the eight panels may not 
have all been part of the altarpiece, as this would have created a rather large work – over five 
																																								 																				
57 Ibid., 403; Lucco refers to Marco Boschini’s I gioieli pittoreschi: virtuoso ornamento della città di Vicenza: cioè 
l'endice di tutte le pitture publiche della stessa città (Venetia: Appresso Francesco Nicolini, 1676), 38. Boschini 
writes: “L’Altare alla sinestra, con il Padre Eterno, che tiene Christo in Croce sopra le nubi, con lo spirit santo; alla 
destra due santé, cioe santa Giustina, [?] altra; alla sinistra s. Cristoforo, s. Gio: Battista e s. Antonio Abate, e opera 
di Benedetto Montagna.” English translation is my own. 
58 Ibid. Lanzi’s text as cited in Lucco: “La Santissima Trinita, che corona la B.V. con angeletti e cherubini in aria, e 
a basso Sant'Antonio Abate in ginocchi opera di Benedetto, fatta l'anno 1535, e piu vario partimenti al numero di 
otto con varie tentazioni, del demonio al Saint Antonio: opere tutte del detto autore.” English translation is my own. 
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meters in length.59 More plausible is that some of the panels were situated along the side of the 
chapel wall(s). Lucco also notes another curious detail, which leads us to consider the validity 
that Benedetto executed the figure of the centaur. Lucco observes that the facial features 
comprising the profile of St. John the Baptist (fig. 1.15), in Benedetto Montagna’s The Adoration 
of the Holy Trinity with the Virgin Mary and St. John the Baptist (c. 1535), are markedly similar 
to the facial profile of the centaur (fig. 1.16). 
Because Lucco’s brief assessments of this panel and what he proposes to be its 
companion (located in the Palazzo Thiene, Vicenza) are ultimately concerned with 
connoisseurship, he and previous scholars have neglected to mention the unusual iconography of 
the centaur painting. Predominant in nearly all works depicting this image is the figure of 
Anthony standing in the middle of a barren landscape. Yet here we see the figure seated upon a 
large boulder in close proximity to the centaur, while showing no signs of anxiety or fear. His 
composure suggests that he is at ease in the presence of this creature. Their hand gestures, 
intimate conversation, and close proximity further illustrate a lack of suspicion or intimidation. 
In fact, they appear to be engaged in a deep conversation or debate. While the topic of their 
conversation remains a mystery, the indication that Anthony is able to fully comprehend the 
centaur’s speech supports Fenelli’s previously mentioned argument that the human and 
intellectual side of this hybrid dominates the bestial/irrational side.  
There is no doubt that the artist is emphasizing the centaur’s role as holy guide and 
presenting him as a benign figure; the creature is stripped of all pagan characteristics – with the 
exception of his physical form. Adding to the complexity of this image is the manner of clothing 
adorning the centaur (fig. 1.16). No known scholarly text makes mention of the centaur’s garb in 
																																								 																				
59 Ibid. Lucco also argues that the lack of Saint Anthony Abbot imagery throughout the “berico” province and the 
similarity between the profile of the centaur and that of Saint John the Baptist in the Trinity panel (1535) from the 
Museo Civico di Vicenza further suggest that Benedetto created both panels mentioned above. 
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this work, and none has observed that this centaur, standing in profile, wears the distinct black-
and-white uniform of the Dominican Order.60 Byzantine scholar Jennifer Ball confirms this 
theory, stating that the creature is clothed in a “tunic with a monastic scapular over it” and that 
this particular costume is “definitely Dominican.”61 Ball explains that the centaur “is set up as 
the novice (holding a rosary, having shorter garments) to the abbot [St. Anthony] he approaches 
(who holds a staff to indicate his higher status).”62 It is unclear why the artist would present the 
centaur dressed in the guise of a Dominican novice. St. Anthony Abbot lived nearly nine 
hundred years prior to St. Dominic (1170-1221), who was canonized in 1234; Dominic founded 
the Order of Friars Preachers, better known as the Dominican Order of Preachers, in 1216.  
Another unusual and unprecedented feature is the set of rosary beads that the centaur 
firmly grasps in its left hand. This is a vast departure from the classical portrayal of the centaur 
and the questions it poses are endless. What does the rosary signify in the hands of a pagan 
beast? The centaur holds the beads toward its chest in a manner that suggests it is counting each 
bead off, as in prayer. Meanwhile, the centaur’s right arm is bent at the elbow with hand raised 
up and index finger pointed towards the heavens.  
The centaur’s rosary beads may refer to the popular legend circulating during the 
fifteenth century that the Virgin Mary revealed herself to Dominic during a vision and 
subsequently gifted him a set of rosary beads. Legend tells of St. Dominic traveling throughout 
Spain and other regions of Western Europe while using the rosary to teach the faithful to pray for 
																																								 																				
60 Little to no information exists on the iconography of this predella panel. During a correspondence with Anthony 
Crichton-Stuart, Director of Thomas Agnew & Sons Gallery of London, in September 2015, Mr. Crichton-Stuart 
expressed his fascination with the painting particularly due to the enigmatic imagery, which he could not explain 
and questioned why the centaur was dressed in human clothing. The most recent scholarly description of 
Montagna’s painting can be found in Lucco’s monograph on Bartolomeo Montagna, 402, no.112. However, Lucco’s 
text does not provide an iconographic examination of the panel and, therefore, makes no observation regarding the 
centaur’s clothing nor does it mention the centaur’s handling of rosary beads.  




those souls held in purgatory.63 One such story claims that Dominic, while preaching near 
Santiago de Compostela, Spain, was captured by pirates and held prisoner aboard their vessel. 
When a violent storm took hold of the seas, Dominic “stilled the tempest and by virtue of the 
rosary, of which he had just received the revelation, made converts of the crew.”64 
The composition features a verdant setting that is most enigmatic and incongruous to the 
literary version of this story. Both saint and centaur are situated in a place that bears no 
resemblance to the textual description of an “arid, sun-blistering, barren desert.” The two figures 
featured prominently in the central foreground of the composition are completely encircled by 
wild vegetation and voluminous, blooming trees rising above the confines of the panel. A lake or 
stream flows freely along the left side of the painting, thereby abandoning any attempt to 
reconcile this setting with that of a barren wasteland. Consequently, the scene looks more like a 
lush mountainous region than a desert.  
This image is a vast departure from the traditional depictions of this episode, but whether 
this was the intention of the artist or the patron remains a mystery since little is known about this 
particular work.  Nevertheless, the artist’s depiction of the centaur quite frankly captures the 
hybrid’s higher intellectual qualities, as well as its humility. Although other versions of this 
narrative, created in the years between the last two works and beyond those years, did not 
achieve that level of sophistication with regard to the centaur’s physical representation, they 
continued to reveal an aspect of the centaur that stood in direct contrast to more traditional 
images of a lustful, savage, and selfish beast. Furthermore, these works demonstrated the 
widespread popularity of this particular episode. 
																																								 																				
63 Jean Guiraud, St. Dominic, trans. Katherine de Mattos (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1913), 11-12. 
64 Ibid. Guiraud notes that he “purposely omits” any reference to the origin of the Rosary, as well as St. Dominic’s 
alleged efforts to spread its devotion. Guiraud’s reasoning is that his biography is based on scientific facts, and not 
popular legends, and that “it is a question more and more contested since the serious doubts during the last century 




Mario Pereira, in his entry on centaurs in The Classical Tradition, observes that while the 
encounter between St. Anthony Abbot and the centaur is interesting, the imagery “was rarely 
represented.”65 This is hardly true. Numerous depictions of this narrative survive in fresco, 
tempera, and oil paintings. In fact, Laura Fenelli argues that the episode featuring St. Anthony 
and the centaur “had huge success… in medieval Europe.”66 Furthermore, one of the most 
indisputable cases of positive centaur imagery in late-medieval and Renaissance art is, in fact, 
the scene of the centaur guiding St. Anthony in his search for the cave of St. Paul. By including 
the centaur and the satyr in this story, having the centaur act as a guide and the satyr ask for 
God’s blessing, these mythological beasts representing the pagan past are accepting their fate as 
being part of a religion that no longer exists. The depictions of St. Anthony meeting both centaur 
and satyr provide Christians, literate and illiterate, with a visual account of how pagan creatures 
from an ancient faith have now acknowledged Christianity as the one true religion.  
The St. Anthony narrative paved the way for the depiction of centaurs, themselves, in a 
more favorable manner, which would reach its pinnacle during the mid-to-late-fifteenth century. 
What we can conclude from this chapter is that from antiquity through the Renaissance, the 
centaur inherently had the potential for both good and evil conduct. But this should come as no 
surprise since this creature is dual-natured: animal and human. As human analysis and 
understanding of animals and their behaviors continued to evolve, so did the representation of 
these creatures in literature and art.  
The episode featuring St. Anthony and the centaur continued to reprise itself in 
ecclesiastical imagery beyond the Renaissance into the Baroque period. Moreover, it continued 
																																								 																				
65 Pereira, 188.  
66 Fenelli, “From the Vita Pauli to The Legenda Breviarii,” 38. 
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to afford the spectator with a more altruistic side to the centaur. Although the benevolent and 
civilized side to the centaur would be emphasized in the last quarter of the fifteenth century, 
where the interest in Neoplatonism intensified in Florence and took on a greater role in society, 






Centaurs in Battle Imagery  
 
 
 Pirithoüs, the son of Ixion the bold, wed Hippodamia and invited those cloud-born beasts, 
 the centaurs, to recline at tables carefully arranged and set in a grotto sheltered by high 
 foliage… They had begun to sing the wedding hymn, the torches were smoking up the 
 atrium, and the young maiden [Hippodamia], outstanding in her beauty, had just come in, 
 centaurs, with a heart inflamed by wine, took fire at the entrance of the virgin… The 
 tables were all overthrown at once, and the marriage feast was turned into a rout as the 
 new bride was picked up by the hair and carried off!…and in no time at all the scene 
 resembled what happens when a city is despoiled.1 
                                                                                                  --Ovid, Metamorphoses, 12:313-40  
 
Although positive and negative centaur imagery occurred simultaneously in art and 
architecture from antiquity through the Baroque, the popularity of each centaur-related tale, good 
or bad, waxed and waned during different periods. This chapter will examine the more common 
and traditional characterization of the centaur, that of an irrational and savage monster, as it was 
depicted in Italian Renaissance artwork beginning around the second quarter of the fifteenth 
century. The art of antiquity played a vital role in inspiring this classical revival among many 
such mythological motifs. Ciriaco d’Ancona’s (1391-1452) sketches of the Parthenon’s southern 
metope featuring the centauromachy invite investigation of ways these sketches might have 
inspired artists. Roman sarcophagi featuring battle scenes involving centaurs against men and 
centaurs against satyrs, which were available during the Renaissance also inspired many artists to 
copy or reimagine these images in ways that deserve attention.  
Violence in art and architecture held fascination for Renaissance audiences due to the 
intensity of drama and the bloodshed it manifested – scenes that were difficult to look upon yet 
completely engrossing. The particular interest in centaur-versus-human battles allowed artists to 
dazzle the viewer with thrilling spectacles populated with fantastic creatures from Greco-Roman 
																																								 																				
1 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Charles Martin (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2004), book 12:313-340. 
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mythology. Battle imagery that featured the centaur had its origin in the ancient world and took 
on a new relevance in the Renaissance. Italian artists produced tantalizing combat scenes 
emphasizing figures that were bent into contorted positions, writhing in agony or struggling for 
triumph, ultimately fusing together men with beasts. Several of the works of art examined in this 
chapter that feature scenes of centaurs engaged in combat with men and/or beasts can be 
understood as a metaphor for man's innate struggle over his baser, animalistic instincts. In other 
instances, the centaur engaged in combat with man may represent (just as it did for the ancient 
Athenians) a brutal, foreign "other" at odds with the civilized world. 
Fearsome and rebellious creatures in their own right, centaurs were known for their 
irrational behavior – particularly after consuming wine. Alcohol consumption was often the 
greatest factor contributing to their temperamental and violent actions; however, their tempers 
were easily provoked even without the presence of alcohol. A survey of works from all media, 
but primarily drawings, dating as early as the mid-1440s demonstrates that there was a 
significant rise in the popularity of hybrid battle scenes, and while the centauromachy itself 
served as the most notable example of centaur battles, there were also examples of Bacchus and 
his retinue entering India and battling with Indians and Amazons, where centaurs are often 
included in the narrative pulling Bacchus’ chariot and armed with weapons and shields.  
Prior to 1450, centaurs were found in bestiaries, herbariums, and illuminated 
manuscripts, on ancient sarcophagi, and in church relief sculpture.2 While medieval imagery 
depicted centaurs as solitary figures cast in a Christian moralizing light and rarely in narrative 
scenes, the widespread presence of centaurs in art had not been witnessed since antiquity and the 
centauromachy itself did not appear in Italian Renaissance imagery until the middle of the 
																																								 																				
2 See chapter 1 for references to bestiaries and illuminated manuscripts; see also Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, 
trans. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. Beach, and Oliver Berghof (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 260.  
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Quattrocento.3  The appendix of this study includes more than thirty-six extant Italian 
Renaissance images (in various media) that exhibit some aspect of the centauromachy, whether it 
is the full battle scene, the attempted abduction or rape of Hippodamia, or specific singular 
episodes like Theseus fighting Eurytus, or an unnamed Lapith wrestling a centaur. While the 
earliest work included here dates to 1446, the centauromachy appears to have increased in 
popularity during the late Quattrocento through the mid-Cinquecento; the most daring, 
enigmatic, and successful of these images were produced by Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-
1564) and Piero di Cosimo (1462-1522).  
 
The Centauromachy 
Homer may have been the first to mention the centauromachy, in his 8th century BCE 
epic poem the Iliad, but it is Ovid who fleshed out this vivid and detailed story in the 
Metamorphoses. The centauromachy, also known as the Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, is 
the mythical combat that took place during the wedding feast of the Lapith king, Pirithoüs, and 
his bride Hippodamia. A tribe of Thessalonian centaurs, distant relatives of the Lapiths, was 
invited to the wedding celebration, where the creatures were exposed to the enticing aroma of 
honey-sweet wine. Unable to restrain their thirst, the centaurs consumed vast quantities of the 
wine, thus leading to inebriation and wild abandon. When Pirithoüs presented Hippodamia to his 
guests, the centaur Eurytus leaped forward, grabbing Hippodamia by her hair – an unforeseen act 
of sexual aggression that provoked the battle between men and monsters.4 
																																								 																				
3 To my knowledge, the earliest work depicting a full scene of the centauromachy dates to approximately 1460. The 
interest in the centauromachy seems to have waned after antiquity, probably due to the decline of paganism and the 
rise of Christianity.  
4 Ovid, Metamorphosis, book 12: 329-332. 
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Ovid’s vivid description goes on to say that centaurs descended upon female guests in a 
chaotic frenzy and attempted to carry them off. Wine-induced madness evolved into a horrific 
scene of destruction and death, when the Lapith men suddenly realized what had come over the 
beasts. The noble and daring Theseus led the charge against the savage centaurs; he freed 
Hippodamia from the clutches of Eurytus and proceeded to slay the instigator. In true heroic 
fashion, the Lapiths annihilated nearly the entire race of Thessalonian centaurs. Gaining victory 
over the quadrupeds, the Lapiths then forced the remaining creatures into exile. Thus, men 
conquered beasts and civility overcame barbarity. 
The tale of the centauromachy served as the primary and most significant example of 
early centaur battle scenes. Sculptural reliefs featuring episodes of the infamous battle adorned 
important architectural structures, such as the Parthenon south metopes (begun in 447 BCE) in 
Athens and the west pediment of the Temple of Zeus (5th c. BCE) at Olympia. Several variations 
of this myth existed in antiquity and they were represented frequently in Greco-Roman art.5 
Centuries later, the centauromachy resurfaced in early Italian Renaissance images. In fact, the 
attempted abduction and rape of Hippodamia and Theseus’ slaying of Eurytus are just two 
examples of dramatic moments within the story that became popular subjects in Renaissance 
artworks.6 
Striking images of formidable monsters engaging men in combat caught the attention of 
early-fifteenth-century foreign travelers journeying through Greece. Many of these travelers, like 
the antiquarian Ciriaco d’Ancona, came from the Italic peninsula; they marveled at the skill and 
inventiveness ancient artists employed in their work. The artifacts and ruins that travelers 
																																								 																				
5 See Introduction for examples of Greco-Roman objects and architectural structures featuring the centauromachy. 
6 Dennis Geronimus, Piero di Cosimo: Visions Beautiful and Strange (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 
97-98. Geronimus has compared Ovid’s vivid description of the cast of characters in his epic poem to the figures, 
often paired in groups, in Piero di Cosimo’s painting, as well as Michelangelo’s sculpture of the Battle of the Lapiths 
and Centaurs, and he has identified these figures with considerable accuracy. 
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encountered aroused within them the need to capture the essence of these works through detailed 
sketches and written notations. Sketches, like those Ciriaco executed in his travel diaries, were 
circulated widely and inspired generations of Renaissance artists. These drawings were a 
window into the classical world; they provided artists with much sought-after classical subject 
matter that included peculiar yet fascinating marine and land hybrid creatures, nymphs, putti, and 
amoretti. Ciriaco travelled to Athens in 1436, and again in 1444; he returned to Italy with 
sketchbooks detailing various architectural monuments encountered during his sojourn. His 
travels as a merchant served him well in the discovery of “manuscripts, ancient gems, coins and 
the occasional bit of sculpture.”7 Ciriaco’s sketches refute any notion that he was a trained artist, 
yet he deftly captured what he considered to be the essential details of objects and monuments, 
committing them to memory and paper. Ciriaco was neither concerned with the formal qualities 
of architecture and art objects, nor was he compelled to record precise measurements; instead his 
journals and sketches were viewed more accurately as travelogues.  
The value and influence of Ciriaco’s sketchbooks cannot be overestimated since other 
artists benefitted from his journals and even built upon these rough sketches. An appropriate 
example is Giuliano da Sangallo’s near exact copy of Ciriaco’s sketch of the Parthenon (fig. 2.1); 
the copy reveals a rough illustration of the west façade and includes one of the metope sculptures 
of the centauromachy.8 Although Ciriaco’s original sketch of the Parthenon was teeming with 
inaccurate details, his aim was to capture the basic components, or essence, of the monument 
itself.9 Artists and architects, like Sangallo, not only utilized Ciriaco’s drawings but, in 
accordance with Vitruvius’ treatises on architecture, they corrected what many of them knew, or 
																																								 																				
7 Cyriaco d’Ancona: Later Travels, ed. and trans. Edward W. Bodnar with Clive Foss (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2003), xii. 
8 The impact Ciriaco’s sketches had on Giuliano da Sangallo’s own work will be discussed at length in chapter 3.  
9 Ciriaco incorrectly added the centauromachy panel to the West metopes; it is actually located on the south façade.   
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thought, to be architecturally inaccurate details. These artists would then incorporate specific 
elements and motifs from these sketches into their own works. 
Early Renaissance depictions of the centauromachy narrative are typically whittled down 
to the barest of essentials. A single Lapith battling a centaur was the most common motif, while 
a full battle scene featuring the entire cast of monsters and men thrashing about would not grow 
in popularity until the late-fifteenth century.  Simplicity was most prevalent in manuscript 
illumination where illustrations competed with the actual text for space. A folio from an 
illustrated manuscript of Ovid’s Metamorphoses presents a rather crude drawing of a Lapith and 
a centaur in battle (fig. 2.2). Completed in Milan, in 1446, this is one of the earliest surviving 
Italian Renaissance translations of Ovid’s epic poem.   
Although this work dates to the Early Renaissance, there are discernible stylistic 
references to late Gothic imagery. For example, the illustrator’s peculiar depiction of the centaur 
is that of a fashionably dressed creature, looking more like a man than a quadruped. Adorned 
with a gallant shield, his torso is fitted with what appears to be a breastplate or some sort of 
armor. White sleeves cover the creature’s arms from shoulder to cuff: an anomaly, since centaur 
depictions rarely display the hybrid dressed in contemporary human garb. Its hair, arranged in 
glossy blond finger waves, is pulled back, giving the centaur the appearance of a northern 
European courtly figure.  In fact, one could argue that the artist is presenting the hybrid as a 
knight. Further support for this theory is evidenced in the sword that the centaur is brandishing; 
the weapon is comprised of a long, straight blade and mirrors the exact same sword wielded by 
the Lapith. 
The battle scene is set at the foot of a mountain that trails up toward the right side of the 
page. The top-most peak reveals a castle with crenellated towers amid a courtyard setting. A far 
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cry from Ovid’s description of man and beast caught up in the throes of bloodlust and savagery. 
The delicate interaction between the two figures seems more like a choreographed dance, both 
civilized and graceful in its expression. This is vastly different from its antique predecessors and 
its late Quattrocento successors. According to the Morgan Library and Museum’s CORSAIR 
entry for this manuscript, the provenance lists Melchioris de Arluno (no dates) as the patron of 
the work; the flyleaf 2 verso reads: “Commentarii in Methamorphoses Ouidii manuscripta ad 
usum Melchioris de Arluno anno 1446 scriptus.”10 Frank T. Coulson notes that the Arluno family 
coat of arms – an ostrich crowned with gold – can be found on folio 1r; the text itself is a 
commentary on Ovid’s Metamorphoses and the Bolognese humanist Giovanni del Vergilio 
(active c. 1320) wrote the “prose paraphrase.”11 
Why would this particular subject appeal to the Renaissance patron?  Three obvious 
reasons come to mind. First, the centauromachy, or episodes from the myth, represents the 
ultimate scene of battle between man and beast, and man overcoming beast. Second, and perhaps 
slightly inferior, is the chivalric context of the initial story: the Lapith queen and bride 
Hippodamia is torn from her husband’s side and ravaged by a hybrid monster.  Lapith men, virile 
and courageous, rescue Hippodamia and the other female guests, the centaurs are slain, and order 
is restored. The third reason is the underlying theme: the battle between man and himself, an 
internal conflict, and the innate struggle between rational thought and base instinct.   
Giovanni di Fano’s (before 1450–1494) illuminated manuscript featuring a Lapith 
battling a centaur (fig. 2.3) was created for Sigismondo Pandolfo Malatesta (1417-1468), a 
																																								 																				
10 See the Morgan Library and Museum CORSAIR for manuscript details: http://corsair.themorgan.org/cgi-
bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?SC=Author&SA=Melchioris%2C%20de%20Arluno%2C&PID=2CjcpwbD7NP1XWJyiuPs5hW
Wj77kb&BROWSE=1&HC=1&SID=3 
11 F. Coulson, “Pierpont Morgan Library MS. M.938: A Newly Discovered Copy of Giovanni del Virgilio's Prose 
Paraphrase of the Metamorphoses,” Scriptorium 40:2 (1986): 255-256. 
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dedicated patron of the arts with a passion for antiquity.12 The text, based on Basinio de' Basini's 
(d. 1457) epic poem Hesperides (1449-57), describes the exploits of the ruthless military genius 
Sigismondo, as he engaged in a struggle against Alfonso I (1396-1458), King of Naples and 
Sicily, for the domination of Italy.13  Helen S. Ettlinger describes the poem as “an amalgam of 
the Iliad, Odyssey, and the Aeneid” and notes that Basinio portrayed Sigismondo as “the hero 
who saves Italy from the ‘foreign invasion’ of the Spaniards in the person of Alfonso of 
Naples.”14 The centauromachy episode is included expressly for its portrayal of battle between 
human and hybrid and its reference to the defeat of an uncivilized savage, i.e., Alfonso. The 
heroic Lapith is a clearly a surrogate for Sigismondo while the barbaric, irrational centaur is an 
allusion to Alfonso I.15 The dating of this work is uncertain; however, Corrado Ricci provides an 
approximate date that begins with the death of Basini, in 1457, and concludes with the death of 
Sigismondo Malatesta, in 1468.16 Giovanni da Fano remained at Sigismondo’s court from 1462 
to 1465, which makes it likely that the image was completed during that period. 
The figures and scenery are crudely illustrated. Both figures are nude, which is not 
unusual for the centaur, but a nude Lapith is more in line with classical representations than with 
more recent medieval models. Both figures wield instruments of battle but they are spindly and 
frail. The narrative, from left to right, shows a centaur taking flight from the Lapith who stands 
his ground far behind the quadruped. Centaurs were typically engaged in battle to the death, but 
																																								 																				
12 Helen S. Ettlinger, “The Sepulchre on the Facade: A Re-Evaluation of Sigismondo Malatesta's Rebuilding of San 
Francesco in Rimini,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 53 (1990): 139, n26. Giovanni da Fano 
illuminated three copies of this manuscript; one of each is preserved in the Bodleian Library in Oxford (Bodleian 
Can. Class. Lat 81), the Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal in Paris (Arsenal 630), and in the Apostolic Vatican Library (Vat. 
Lat. 6043).  
13 Ibid., 139. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1960), 116. Burckhardt labeled Sigismondo as a “monster,” and a ruthless condottiere, yet 
scholars, like Helen S. Ettlinger have painted a more sympathetic portrait of the Rimini ruler. 
16 Corrado Ricci, Il Tempio malatestiano (Milan: Bestetti & Tumminelli, 1925), 51-53. 
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Giovanni purposely constructed the scene in this manner to illustrate Sigismondo’s triumph 
against Alfonso; in other words, Alfonso, the centaur, is presented as a coward fleeing the battle. 
Renaissance patrons were well aware of using art for political propaganda. This is a political 
statement, just as we have seen in the past with the Centauromachy on the Parthenon, which is 
possibly referencing the Athenian victory over the Persians. Artists would have known the story 
of the Lapiths and centaurs or they would have had an artistic advisor or patron providing the 
story details; several original visual sources, namely Roman sarcophagi, would have been 
available during the early Quattrocento to aid these artists with stylistic and figural 
representations. 
 
Roman Sarcophagi: Centaur Battle Scenes and Renaissance Drawings 
Phyllis Pray Bober and Ruth Rubenstein cite three specific Roman sarcophagi featuring 
centaurs in battle as having inspired Italian Renaissance artworks: the Cortona Sarcophagus (fig. 
2.4), the Sala delle Muse Sarcophagus (figs. 2.5a & 2.5b), and the della Valle Sarcophagus (now 
lost).17 The Cortona Sarcophagus (c. 160 CE) displays the animated and action-packed relief 
known as the Battle of Bacchus and Retinue with Indians and an Amazon. This Roman coffin 
had already been unearthed by the early thirteenth century and was clearly familiar to audiences 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.18 The greatest literary source to reveal the influence of 
this relief and verify that the sarcophagus was known to, and inspired, early Renaissance artists 
was Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574).  In the Vita di Brunelleschi, Vasari writes that one morning 
when Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446) was walking through the piazza of Santa Maria del 
																																								 																				
17 Phyllis Pray Bober and Ruth O. Rubenstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture: A Handbook of Sources, 
2nd edition (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2010) provide the history and known representations of the Cortona 
Sarcophagus (27 and 195-196); the Sala delle Muse Sarcophagus (196); and the della Valle Sarcophagus (196-197).  
18 Ibid., 195. The sarcophagus was unearthed and “re-used” as a burial tomb for Beato Guido (d. 1247). 
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Fiore, he, Donatello (1386-1166), and some companions were having a discussion concerning 
antiquities and sculpture. Donatello proceeded to inform Brunelleschi of his encounter with an 
antique object of “perfezione” during his return from Rome:  
Donatello, recounting the story of when he was returning from Rome, travelled by way of 
Orvieto and while passing Cortona, he stopped in Pieve, where he encountered a 
beautiful ancient sarcophagus, with a scene carved in marble. This was a rare thing for 
that time - having not yet unearthed the bounty that we have seen in our time [Vasari is 
speaking of the number of ancient artifacts that have been rediscovered since Donatello’s 
time]; Donatello went on to describe the manner in which the ancient artists had carved 
this work; he praised its finish and the perfection and beauty of its craftsmanship. 
Donatello’s praise of this pilo, or sarcophagus, inflamed Brunelleschi with a desire to see 
the object for himself; he immediately left for Cortona, a journey of fifty miles or so on 
foot while wearing nothing but a cloak and his wooden shoes because of his love for art. 
Brunelleschi saw the sarcophagus and made a drawing of it; he then returned to Florence 
before Donatello or anyone even knew that he had left. When he returned, Brunelleschi 
showed the drawing to Donatello, who was amazed at the meticulous manner in which 
the drawing was executed, and Donatello was filled with wonder at Brunelleschi’s love of 
art.19  
 
Although Vasari claims that Brunelleschi was suddenly filled with a desire to discover 
the majesty of this object for himself and he alleges that the sculptor immediately left for 
Cortona and later returned with a drawing of the sarcophagus reliefs, there is neither 
documentation for Brunelleschi’s work nor surviving evidence of copies made from his 
drawing.20 Nevertheless, this passage is relevant not only because it provides us with generally 
reliable information concerning the interests of early Italian artists and their desire to study 
ancient objects, but it also reveals that classical reliefs featuring hybrid creatures in a narrative 
setting were available to early Renaissance artists. Furthermore, this particular sarcophagus 
provides us with a unique example of a battle scene; instead of centaurs engaging with Lapith 
men, we are exposed to the less frequently represented characters of “Indians” and “Amazons.” 
Bacchus, shown to the far left, prepares to enter into battle as he rides in his chariot urging his 
																																								 																				
19 Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori, ed. Gaetano Milanesi, vol. 2 (Florence: 
Sansoni, 1878), 339-40. English translation is my own. 
20 Bober and Rubenstein, 27. 
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retinue forward. Two centaurs, armed with large, formidable shields, pull the chariot into battle 
as armed Indians and Amazons stand in their path and attack the centaurs. Bodies of the slain 
Indians and Amazons lie just beneath the centaurs’ feet and across the foreground of the relief. 
The tension, chaos and frenetic energy of the battle scene are palpable and clearly held a 
fascination for Renaissance artists.  
Brunelleschi and Donatello’s interest in ancient artifacts was well documented in 
Vasari’s text, which notes that while both artists were visiting Rome (c. 1402-04), their insatiable 
hunger to discover, study, and sketch ancient objects did not go unnoticed by the Roman people, 
who felt the artists’ mode of everyday dress was too uncouth for the streets of Rome. The refined 
Romans labeled them quelli del tesoro (treasure hunters), which was somewhat of an accurate 
description.21 According to Vasari, Brunelleschi and Donatello literally excavated buried objects 
with the intent to examine them in detail, sketch them, and gather as much information as 
possible through measurements and notations. While Vasari’s biographies tend to exaggerate 
elements of the truth, Brunelleschi’s and Donatello’s fervent interest in and dedication to 
recreating classical elements and motifs are clearly evident in their own works.22 Donatello’s 
curiosity about centaur imagery is relevant here; the artist utilized centaur motifs in several relief 
sculptures, including what arguably may have been his last commission from Cosimo de’ Medici 
the Elder (1389-1464): the bronze pulpits located in San Lorenzo.23 Donatello’s classically 
inspired centaur motifs will be discussed further in chapter three.  
																																								 																				
21 Vasari/Milanesi, 2:338. 
22 Kathleen Wren Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 170. 
23 Donatello might have designed the drawings for these pulpits, but the execution of the pulpits was most likely the 
collaboration between Donatello and his pupils, Bertoldo di Giovanni and Bartolomeo Bellano, from 1453-1466. 
The Resurrection Pulpit features two centaurs holding up a clypeus bearing Donatello’s signature. This work will be 
discussed at length in chapter 3. 
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The Vatican Museum’s Sala delle Muse sarcophagus (figs. 2.5a & 2.5b) was available to 
artists by, at least, the early sixteenth century, and perhaps earlier, as suggested in drawings by 
Jacopo Bellini (active c. 1424-1470/71) and Filippino Lippi; furthermore, this sarcophagus 
inspired numerous sixteenth-century drawings that still survive. Dating to the second century CE, 
the sarcophagus displays a series of motifs arranged in a rather unusual grouping of what appear 
to be wrestling matches, at least on the front relief where the matches are separated into sections 
and presided over by herms on either side of the relief. According to Bober and Rubenstein, the 
sarcophagus was sawn into parts and the remains are comprised of the front and the two ends; 
however, they note that both ends of the sarcophagus were then fused together via a section of 
plaster (see the addition of the tree in the middle of the relief), which allowed them to act as a 
pendant to the front relief.24  
The front of the sarcophagus shows three sets of wrestling figures with each set separated 
by a single tree. Each match is comprised of a hybrid, which is inarguably identified as a centaur; 
the identity of the other figure will be debated here. Bober and Rubenstein describe the figures as 
satyrs.25 However, close inspection of the imagery reveals that they are not satyrs but humans; 
the figures lack the pointed ass-like ears, pug noses, cloven hooves, and lower extremities, i.e. 
constant erections, that were the defining physical attributes of satyrs. Even though Roman art 
typically presented satyrs with human legs and feet, they would still have had other physical 
attributes identifying them as satyrs, namely the pointed ears and thus these non-centaur figures 
appear to be humans. 
The first match introduces a centaur that has wrestled a man to the ground while keeping 
the man’s right leg in a hold. To the left, a herm faces the centaur, its left arm outstretched and 
																																								 																				




pointing towards the hybrid. The central scene shows a wrestler gripping the centaur’s bent arm 
and holding it behind the creature’s back; the man’s right knee bears down on the centaur’s right 
foreleg in an effort to bring the hybrid down. The final scene to the right shows a centaur holding 
a wrestler in a headlock, while wrapping its right foreleg around the right leg of the man in an 
attempt to knock the man off balance. 
The sides of the vessel show two groups of battling figures on either side of a lone tree. 
These scenes differ from those on the front of the sarcophagus in that these figures are not 
engaged in wrestling matches. The figures on the sides of the vessel are centaurs and men, but 
now the men are outfitted with weaponry: clubs, shields, and swords; one soldier wears a helmet. 
While Bober and Rubenstein claim only the side panels represent episodes from the 
Centauromachy, the Vatican Museum website description asserts that all of the combative scenes 
reference the Centauromachy.26  
Of the four groups, three of them show soldiers overtaking centaurs; only one set depicts 
a centaur staving off the blow of the soldier, while preparing to wield its own club to the man’s 
head. The set of figures on the farthest end of each side presents a duplicate scene: a defeated 
centaur with hands bound behind its back while a soldier grasps the centaur’s hair in his left 
hand, brandishes a club with his right hand, and uses his right leg to bear his full weight onto the 
centaur’s back to hold the creature down. Although several drawings exist illustrating variations 
of this relief, the most relevant drawings for this discussion are ones that illustrate a critical motif 
borrowed from the narrative: the male figure pressing his knee into the centaur’s back; this motif 
is important because it will continue to resurface in artworks throughout the Italian Renaissance, 
																																								 																				
26 Ibid. The Vatican Museum website describes this fused relief (as noted above, this singular panel originally 
comprised the two side panels of the sarcophagus) as follows: “Lato di sarcofago con centauromachia: fregio con 
quattro coppie di combattenti e albero centrale” of the sarcophagus featuring the Centauromachy; frieze shows four 
battling scenes and a tree in the center”).  Translation is my own. Vatican museum website accessed on November 
13, 2018.  https://catalogo.museivaticani.va/opere/ 
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most notably in the late-sixteenth-century sculptures of Giambologna and his followers, which 
will be discussed in chapter eight.   
One or more sets of sculpted figures found on the vessel are reflected in at least five 
extant drawings from the sixteenth century and possibly two from the late-fifteenth century. The 
first drawing tentatively based on this sarcophagus is Jacopo Bellini’s drawing of an altar with 
details from the centauromachy (fig. 2.6). Sadly, the delicate drawings in Bellini’s notebooks 
have faded with time and the dating remains insecure, placed between 1440 and 1470. Bellini’s 
overall subject is unusual and somewhat puzzling. The composition features an altar, upon which 
the central panel illustrates a “relief” referencing an episode from the Centauromachy. The altar 
“relief” presents two nude soldiers, or Lapiths, battling a centaur; the soldier to left bears the 
weight of his knee into the centaur’s back, forcing the creature down; this is one of the earliest 
known drawings of this motif and it bears a striking resemblance to a group of combative figures 
in the previously discussed Roman sarcophagus from the Sala delle Muse (fig. 2.7), which would 
suggest that the sarcophagus was already accessible during the mid-Quattrocento. The groups are 
not completely identical, yet they are similar enough to raise the question whether Jacopo Bellini 
may have seen this sarcophagus first-hand. Eisler broaches this subject in his monograph on 
Bellini; while there is no document stating that the artist journeyed to Rome, Eisler speculates 
that Bellini “could have gone to Rome and made drawings after these monuments or copied 
renderings by others.”27 Arguing against direct exposure are the discrepancies between sculpture 
and drawing: in Bellini’s drawing, the Lapith on the left holds a spear instead of a club and 
neither of the men is shown wearing a helmet. Furthermore, Bellini includes in this drawing 
another classical motif not on the sarcophagus: a winged figure reminiscent of a cupid stands in 
																																								 																				
27 Colin Eisler, The Genius of Jacopo Bellini: The Complete Paintings and Drawings (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., 1989), 206. 
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the background toward the left.  Whatever the degree of direct contact, the drawing is evidence 
of both knowledge of, and interest in, surviving antique motifs. 
Two more centaurs, which Colin Eisler identified as “docile centaurs with shields,” flank 
the altar.28 Their role is a mystery, yet their inclusion as seemingly harmless figures demonstrates 
the centaur’s diversity as an artistic motif. What purpose do they serve? Bellini’s centaur on the 
left peers out at the viewer, as if beckoning the viewer to engage with the scene on the altar 
panel; meanwhile, the centaur on the right glances over its shoulder, looking back at something 
to which the audience is not privy. These figures seem solitary, as they do not engage with one 
another.  They appear to act as interlocutors between the image and the viewer. The manner in 
which these centaurs are utilized within the composition demonstrates how artists were 
beginning to manipulate these creatures in a more complex manner, which removed centaurs 
from more traditional savage roles. Perhaps they represent centaurs subdued. They have learned 
the lesson that man is ultimately triumphant from their vanquished counterpart depicted on the 
altar. Or, perhaps the centaur guards view the defeated centaur as a type of martyrdom of one of 
their own kind. 
The second fifteenth-century drawing is Filippino Lippi’s Hercules, Nessus and Deianira 
and Herm Pointing at Man and Centaur in Combat (fig. 2.8), which presents the first of the three 
groups of wrestling figures found on the front relief of the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus. The 
drawing was most likely executed around the time Lippi was visiting Rome, in 1488. Lippi’s 
interest in antique objects and mythological imagery may have been passed down to him during 
his apprenticeship to Sandro Botticelli (1445-1510). Lippi remained in Botticelli’s workshop 
throughout the 1480s and was considered to be his most successful pupil. Lippi’s time in Rome, 
where he found inspiration in ancient ruins and artifacts, is evident in his work.  He began to 
																																								 																				
28 Ibid..  
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embellish the fictive architecture in his work with mythological adornments and grotesques; a 
fine example is the relief panel of sea centaurs and nymphs decorating the sarcophagus in his 
Assumption of the Virgin, in the Carafa Chapel, Santa Maria sopra Minerva, Rome (fig.2.9). 
Lippi creates a near three-dimensional effect here by projecting a sea centaur’s front legs out of 
the relief and into space. Jonathan Nelson states that Roman sculpture, specifically “ancient 
reliefs depicting gods and heroes in tightly packed groups against stylized backgrounds,” 
fascinated Lippi; this would account for his interest in copying the relief from the Sala delle 
Muse sarcophagus.29  
The drawing examples of wrestling groups from the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus 
demonstrate the popularity of the imagery on the vessel, as well as the desire to replicate 
fantastic, otherworldly scenes from the classical world; they also reveal compelling and unusual 
figural poses.30 The aspiration of the Cinquecento artist was to learn from, imitate, and surpass 
the genius of Greco-Roman artists and this is reflected in the enthusiasm for battling figures, the 
movement and tension created in the body when fighting an opponent, and the higher meaning 
associated with humans struggling against, and overcoming, hybrid beasts, which were clearly 
metaphors for human base desires.  
Drawings by Baccio Bandinelli (1493-1560) and Giovanni Battista Franco (1510-1561) 
indicate sophisticated and carefully rendered copies of the wrestling matches. Bandinelli’s 
drawing (fig. 2.10) signals an attentiveness to figural groups; here he depicts two groups, each 
one illustrating a soldier bearing his knee down upon a centaur’s back. He focuses on the 
constricted muscles of the upper leg resulting from the tension of the bent knee, as well as the 
																																								 																				
29 Jonathan Nelson, “An Introduction to the Life and Styles of Filippino Lippi,” in The Drawings of Filippino Lippi 
and His Circle, ed. George R. Goldner and Carmen C. Bambach (exh. cat., New York: Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, in association with Harry N. Abrams, 1997), 12. 
30 Christian, 168-69. 
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rippled biceps apparent in the bent arms of the soldiers and the bound centaur; his emphasis here 
is on musculature and the physical form. Franco’s drawing (fig. 2.11), however, stresses the 
action taking place and the dramatic tension caused by complicated poses. The first three 
groupings on this sheet (top tier and left-lower tier) are copied from the front relief panel, while 
the last group on the bottom right tier is the first group from the side relief panel.  
Unlike Bandinelli’s voluminous and well-defined muscled bodies, Franco’s figures are 
slight, but his forms are executed using a bold and continuous stroke of line. Franco’s interest is 
in the movement of bodies – graceful, yet swift – and less on defined musculature. Bandinelli 
and Franco, like other artists, utilize the figural examples on the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus to 
inform their own work; although the results vary in style and form, the centaurs presented in 
these drawings reveal the artists’ propensity toward rendering the non-existent mythological 
beast that represents the dual-nature existing within human beings. 
The della Valle sarcophagus featured a large relief panel illustrating the Battle of 
Centaurs and Greeks. This vessel, dating to the 2nd century CE, is lost but it once belonged to 
Cardinal Andrea della Valle’s (1463-1534) collection of antiquities. After the cardinal’s death, 
the collection passed into the hands of his nephew, Camillo Capranica, but by 1584, the entire 
collection was purchased by Cardinal Ferdinando de’ Medici (1549-1609); the sarcophagus 
disappeared shortly after the sale took place.31 Bober and Rubenstein provide a summary of Carl 
Robert’s description of the relief from the inventory sale of 1584: 
Length is given as “pal(mi) 9.” The sculptor used prototypes of the “best period,” as N. 
Robert expressed it: Greek 5th century BC models are the ultimate source for four groups 
of combatants set out between a winged amor holding a garland at each corner. At left a 
centaur wearing a panther-skin on one shoulder clasps to his chest a nude warrior (seen 
from the back with sword arm ready to defend himself, his helmet fallen to the ground) 
while a second rushes in from the corner, arms outspread, to strike at the centaur’s 
undefended rump. In the next canonic group, a crouching centaur thrusts up one arm in 
																																								 																				
31 Bober and Rubenstein, 197. 
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anguish as a bearded combatant kneels on his crupper with one leg, pulling back the 
creature’s head with his left as he prepares to deliver a death-blow with the sword in his 
out-flung right hand. A variant on this spectacular pose, in which the warrior is young 
and wears both helmet and fluttering capelet, follows immediately as the Greek presses 
down the hind-quarters of a centaur who grimaces in agony and tries with both hands to 
pull away from his throat the steadying grasp of another nude warrior about to strike him 
over the head with a club. The final group on the right echoes a famous portion of the 
frieze at the Temple of Apollo in Bassae-Phigaleia in Greece (now in the British 
Museum); this centaur almost holds his own against two attacking heroes (another 
already dealt with lies huddled under a shield in the foreground) by using his equine force 
to lash out with his hind legs while trying to rescue his head from the grip of a bearded 
opponent who has pulled it down by the hair.32 
 
While there are several extant drawings that depict one or more figural groups based on the della 
Valle sarcophagus relief, there are also three drawings that enable us to imagine how the original 
relief would have looked. The first drawing (fig. 2.12), by an unknown Italian artist, is thought to 
show the narrative in its entirety except for the final group of figures on the right end of the relief 
that are clearly cut off; roughly illustrated, it still deftly captures the essence of the battle scene 
from Robert’s description. The figural group omitted from this composition, a centaur attacked 
by two soldiers with another soldier defeated on the ground, is included in the drawing by 
another anonymous sixteenth-century Italian artist, who incorporates all of the episodes within 
two tiers (fig. 2.13). Unlike the first example, the drawing omits the crosshatch shading and 
presents a clear and crisply delineated grouping of figures. Franco, who copied the reliefs from 
the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus, also executed a refined and sophisticated drawing of the della 
Valle relief (fig. 2.14); his illustration eliminates the final group on the right, yet he attempts a 
full reconstruction of the relief, which adds to our knowledge of the imagery on the lost 
sarcophagus.  
Bolognese artist Amico Aspertini (1474-1552) executed the largest extant number of 
battling centaur drawings, totaling six; the importance of these sketches is that they aren’t simple 
																																								 																				
32 Bober’s and Rubenstein’s (196-197) description refers to the entry in Carl Robert, Die Antiken Sarkophagreliefs, 
vol 3. (Berlin: G. Grote, 1904): 1, cat. 133. 
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single-figure sketches, but folios filled with centaur figures in various positions and actions 
demonstrating his fascination with centaurs as fearsome creatures.33  Trained in Bologna under 
Lorenzo Costa (1460-1535) and Francesco Francia (c. 1447-1515), Aspertini traveled to Rome 
on several occasions; his first trip occurred in 1496, and he second took place from 1501 to 1503, 
when he immersed himself in the study of classical ruins and objects.34 Furthermore, his 
fascination with the fluidity of movement and the intensity of dramatic episodes recreates the 
fabulous images that once graced the sarcophagi and architectural elements of the Greco-Roman 
period. Summarizing Aspertini’s three extant taccuini, Bober claims, “by his very selection of 
thematic material, Amico’s vehement spirit asserts its natural affinity for battle scenes or other 
violent actions.”35 
Aspertini’s drawing (fig. 2.15) homes in on what are assumed to be the last two figural 
groups located on the right side of the Sala delle Muse relief: a soldier bearing down his knee on 
the back of a centaur that is forced to the ground, while another soldier grabs hold of the 
centaur’s chin and prepares to deliver a blow with a club; and the last group shows a centaur 
attacked by two soldiers while another soldier sits defeated on the ground. Aspertini might have 
chosen these two figural groups due to the elaborate display of contorted positions, as well as the 
dramatic tension evident in the struggles. A comparison of Aspertini’s drawing to one by 
Agostino Carracci (1557-1602) (fig. 2.16) of a similar subject shows that the latter is focused 
specifically on the bodily contact between the soldier and the centaur: Carracci homes in on the 
figure of the soldier pressing his knee into the centaur’s back and he eliminates all other details. 
																																								 																				
33 See Appendix nos. 143, 217, 218, and 226-28 for a list of Aspertini’s centaur battle drawings. 
34 Christian, 254; Phyllis Pray Bober, Drawings after the Antique by Amico Aspertini: Sketchbooks in the British 
Museum (London: University of London, 1957), 12. Christian claims that Aspertini began to create his “antiquarian 
material” during his first trip to Rome in 1496, while Bober notes that it was during his second period that Aspertini 
executed the drawings compiled in the sketchbook known collectively as the Wolfegg Codex, the earliest of three 
extant taccuini attributed to him. 
35 Bober, 16. 
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Dating to the last quarter of the sixteenth century, Carracci’s drawing predominantly focuses on 
the anatomical construction and muscular tension of the figures, especially the fusion between 
man and horse; his use of cross-hatched lines to emphasize the rippled musculature along the 
Lapith’s rib cage, as well as the highly-defined torso and biceps of the centaur, demonstrates the 
artist’s interest in the expression of the body.  
Many of Aspertini’s drawings feature one or more of the same figures/figural groups, but 
he changes their roles, positions, or poses with each drawing. For example, Aspertini borrows the 
bound centaur being beaten by two Lapiths (from fig. 2.17) and includes all three figures in 
another work featuring the previous prototype of top- and bottom-tier imagery. This folio (fig. 
2.18) presents a vast array of battle armor and all manner of weaponry, including halberds, 
cuirasses, decorated shields, helmets, and lances. Oddly, three figures are situated among the 
armor and seem out of place in this context: seated to the far left is a soldier; in the middle of the 
composition and above the scene is an old man with a long beard who holds up what may be a 
short tapestry; to the far right sits a woman, covered from head to foot in long robes and sitting 
directly opposite the seated soldier to the left. The function of the figures is unclear.  
Just below this scene is another version of the centauromachy. It is in the center, where 
the two folios meet, that we find the familiar group of the bound centaur being beaten by two 
Lapith soldiers. Like the previously discussed drawing (fig. 2.17), this composition is crowded 
and painstakingly detailed, so much so that the scene of armor above appears to be floating 
directly over the men and beasts in the foreground. Aspertini utilized his knowledge of classical 
models to conceive novel and imaginative compositions. His preoccupation with hybrid battle 
scenes is further revealed in another drawing where the characters are limited to hybrid beasts; 
no men are present in this drawing titled Centaurs Battling Satyrs (fig. 2.19). This fantastic scene 
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presents a violent encounter between a group of centaurs and satyrs. The satyrs are depicted with 
highly defined muscles from the torso upward, while shaggy goat-like extremities identify the 
lower bodies. The centaurs’ bodies are also well proportioned with burly human and equine 
parts.  
The primary focus is placed on two large figures in the foreground – a centaur and a satyr 
– that overshadow all of the other figures. Again, we encounter a centaur wielding a halberd. The 
satyr stands tall with feet together and hands holding tightly to the long, thin pole in front of him. 
With head tilted slightly and looking to the left, the satyr appears somewhat comical, as it looks 
directly toward the centaur, which rears back with both hands on its halberd preparing to strike a 
deadly blow. The excitement, brutal strength, and savagery displayed are tantalizing. Drawings 
like these provided samples for a variety of art forms; however, centaurs especially were often 
chosen as models by artists – working in various media – interested in portraying the human 
body in violent, dramatic action. 
 
Michelangelo, Piero di Cosimo and the Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs   
Although several Renaissance artists included references to the centauromachy within 
their artworks, the earliest representation of this battle to depart dramatically from its 
predecessors is Michelangelo’s relief sculpture (fig. 2.20), completed around 1492 – not long 
before the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent.36 Currently housed in the Casa Buonarroti, 
																																								 																				
36 Andrea Mantegna’s St. Sebastian (1478-80) located in the Louvre Museum, Paris, and his Trophies of Caesar: 
The Bearers of Trophies and Bullion (1484-92), which forms part of the Hampton Court series of paintings, include 
episodes from the Centauromachy. Mantegna presents St. Sebastian positioned against the classical ruins of a marble 
pillar. Situated in the background on the lower right side is a fortress and simulated carvings within the architecture 
represent relief sculptures and medallions illustrating war-like scenes. The relief set closest to the edge of St. 
Sebastian’s pillar presents the image of a centaur and two soldiers – most likely Lapiths – engaged in battle. 
Mantegna’s interest in Ovid’s story of the Centauromachy is revisited when he includes a pseudo-relief featuring the 
Abduction of Hippodamia within the Trophies of Caesar, where it is shown on the front-facing side of a halberd – a 
weapon used primarily in infantry battles during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The artist skillfully mimics a 
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Michelangelo’s version of this classical subject primarily stands apart from all other versions in 
that the focus is less on the mythological story itself and more on the exquisite display of 
anatomical forms in motion. The elegant interplay between intertwining body parts presents the 
viewer with a vast array of marble figures lost within their own chaotic rhythm. These figures 
fuse together in such a way that they all meld into one dance of battle.  
There is no sense of narrative here but there are three indications of centaurs within the 
fray: the first is the forward-facing figure (fig. 2.21) in the center of the composition; the second 
displays the most obvious feature, which is the rump and lower body of a quadruped facing the 
viewer in the bottom center foreground; and the third is the figure in the lower right corner. The 
first figure could easily be identified as a Lapith but closer inspection reveals that his lower torso 
begins to take the shape of horse; furthermore, the forelegs of a horse appear as though they are 
just beginning to take form but Michelangelo leaves them as a suggestion and the forelegs recede 
into the stone.37 The second figure clearly marks this subject matter as the centauromachy due to 
the visible rump; the wounded centaur here, lying pathetically on his side, could possibly 
reference Cyllarus, who died in the arms of his beloved wife Hylonome.38 The third figure can be 
identified as a centaur through the narrow hips and the tentative formation of the horse’s lower 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																																			
bronze relief depicting Eurytus riding with Hippodamia on his back while Lapiths bearing spears attack from both 
sides. A hound with its mouth wide open viciously lunges towards the centaur’s left hind-leg. Eurytus holds an 
enormous shield across his and Hippodamia’s back. Here, Hippodamia almost appears to be a willing participant in 
her abduction, as she embraces Eurytus’ neck and holds on tightly; she neither cringes nor does she fight off the 
creature.  
Other artists who ensconced this subject within their paintings were Sandro Botticelli, who referenced the battle in 
an architectural relief of The Calumny; Giovanni Falconetto, whose fresco of Leo in the Palazzo d’Arco, Mantua, is 
a grisaille reproduction of centaurs and Lapiths in battle and directly references the marble reliefs in the Vatican 
Museum’s Sala delle Muse sarcophagus; and Giulio Romano’s small but not insignificant fresco detailing the melee 
within the ceiling decoration of the Sala dei Cavalli, in the Palazzo del Te. 
37 Scott Nethersole, Art and Violence in Early Renaissance Florence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2018), 199. 
38 Alison Luchs, “Creatures Great, Small, and Hybrid,” in Piero di Cosimo: The Poetry of Painting in Renaissance 
Florence, ed. Gretchen Hirschauer and Dennis Geronimus (exh. cat., Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 
2015), 65; Piero di Cosimo: Pittore eccentrico fra Rinascimento e Maniera, ed. Elena Capretti, Anna Forlani 
Tempesti, Serena Padovani, and Daniela Parenti (exh.cat., Florence: Giunti Editore, Firenze musei, 2015), 111.  
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body; furthermore, the positions of this figure and that of the Lapith standing over him – 
preparing to pummel him – are reminiscent of the motif of the Lapith bearing his weight upon 
the centaur’s back.  
Scott Nethersole argues that the figure to the right of the prostrate centaur, the one who is 
bent over and being pulled in different directions, is a female figure possibly representing 
Hippodamia; he claims that the male figure reaching around her waist is grabbing at her breast.39 
This is plausible, but the back view of the bent figure betrays no indication of the figure’s sex; 
furthermore, while the musculature can be explained as Michelangelo’s predilection for 
representing females with more masculine attributes, the hair of this figure is very short and 
resembles the hairstyle of the other men. 
Michelangelo biographer Ascanio Condivi (1525-1574) corroborated the subject matter 
as The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs; he writes that Angelo Poliziano “urged him 
[Michelangelo] on in his studies, always explaining things to him, and providing him with 
subjects…one day he proposed to him the Rape of Deianira and the Battle of the Lapiths and 
Centaurs telling the whole story one part at a time… Michelangelo set out to do it in marble in 
mezzo-rilievo.”40 Condivi’s text also substantiates Poliziano’s role as artistic advisor, a subject 
that will be discussed further in chapter six. Michelangelo, who, along with Poliziano, had been 
residing in the home of his patron, Lorenzo de’ Medici, was aware of Bertoldo di Giovanni’s 
bronze bas-relief depicting the Battle between the Romans and the Barbarians (fig. 2.22), which 
Bertoldo had executed in 1491, shortly before Michelangelo created The Battle of the Lapiths 
																																								 																				
39 Nethersole, 199. 
40 Ascanio Condivi, The Life of Michelangelo, trans. Alice Sedgwick Wohl, ed. Hellmut Wohl (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1976), 14-15. 
	
72	
and Centaurs.41 Bertoldo’s relief originally hung over the fireplace in Lorenzo’s camera, 
marking this sculpture as a highly valued work in Lorenzo’s keen eyes. It is likely that 
Bertoldo’s tightly packed figures and fusion of contorted bodies – both human and equine - 
inspired the energetic movement and emotive figural positions of Michelangelo’s Battle between 
the Lapiths and Centaurs. This is clearly evident in Michelangelo’s use of the figure of the 
centaur lying crumpled in the foreground and discernible by its rump; Bertoldo’s relief features 
several defeated horses lying in the foreground. The positions of the horses’ bodies may have 
inspired Michelangelo’s centaur reference. Bertoldo, a pupil of Donatello, had been acting as 
curator to the sculpture collection in the Medici garden, where Michelangelo and other artists 
roamed freely and spent countless hours studying and drawing from the contemporary and 
antique statues on display.42 According to Howard Hibbard, it is possible that Michelangelo may 
have learned from Bertoldo how to “model figures in clay.”43   
The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs relief demonstrates Michelangelo’s proclivity for 
emphasizing the physical beauty and potential of the male nude form. Furthermore, it breaks 
from traditional representations of the centauromachy by bringing the viewer extremely close to 
the battle to witness the confusion and contorted mass of body parts; the relief illuminates the 
artist’s unique and creative skills but it also underscores the chaotic frenzy that occurs during 
real combat. Michelangelo’s sculpture captures a melee so fraught with action, tension, and 
chaotic movements that the men appear fused together, an optical illusion created by the twists 
and turns of the figures within the struggle. This work is less about myth and more about the 
nude, male body – musculature, tendons, and serpentine torsos – creating an assortment of 
																																								 																				
41 Charles de Tolnay, Michelangelo: Sculptor, Painter, Architect, trans. Gaynor Woodhouse (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1975), 5, suggests that Michelangelo’s composition was also inspired by Giovanni 
Pisano’s reliefs after the antique. 




contorted positions that push limbs to their boundaries. In fact, the brutality and ruthlessness of 
centauromachy itself is almost lost in this choreographed movement.  The work also highlights a 
new age of artistic freedom where artists were encouraged to explore new modes of 
representation of traditional subjects. Michelangelo’s sculpture relies less on Ovid’s text and 
more on his own preoccupation with inventio and anatomical form.  
The approach is different in Piero di Cosimo’s exemplary painting of the Battle of the 
Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.23), which features a fascinating and complex narrative that depicts 
the entire battle scene as relayed in Ovid’s epic poem. The events are relived in their entirety 
throughout Piero’s panoramic landscape, where the action is presented in a continuous narrative. 
The gory and violent scene is relayed in painstaking detail from Nestor’s narration in the 
Metamorphoses; Piero is the only known Renaissance artist to incorporate almost every vivid 
detail of Ovid’s text into a visual narrative, which makes it undeniable that either Piero knew 
book 12 of the Metamorphoses first-hand or he had an artistic advisor, who communicated the 
full poem to him.  
The panel presents the earthy-brown tones of Thessaly’s Mount Pelion, where the 
wedding feast occurred. Hippodamia, distinguished from the group in a blue robe, is shown to 
the right of the composition; she screams out as her head is bent back, arms and hands reaching 
up to stop Eurytus who has grabbed hold of Hippodamia’s long, flowing locks. While the 
mustached Eurytus forcefully moves to abduct Hippodamia, he pulls back his right arm 
preparing to land a blow to Theseus. Piero, following Ovid’s text, outfits Theseus with “an 
antique mixing bowl, engraved elaborately… and so the great hero hoisted it” towards Eurytus; 
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however, Piero does not depict Ovid’s gory account of Theseus “smashing it [the bowl] into his 
opponent’s face.”44  
The antique bowl is one of many domestic wares included in both Ovid’s text and Piero’s 
painting. Nestor’s narration describes the centaurs’ revolt at watching their brother Eurytus die at 
the hands of Theseus: “His death enraged the bimanous quadrupeds, who all together cried at 
once, ‘To arms!’ Wine gave them all courage and they fought at first with flying cups and jars, 
and with curved basins; the implements once found at dinner parties were now appropriate to 
war and slaughter.”45 Centaurs and Lapiths used whatever instruments they had on hand to wage 
battle: “a chandelier replete with votive candles; a maple table leg; a smoking altar; the antlers of 
a stag; a blazing brand of plum-tree wood; a threshold stone; a glowing torch; spears; an acorn-
laden oak tree; and javelins.”46 Piero masterfully peppers his composition with these objects as 
displayed in various figural groups across the panel; the battle scene stretches across the vista of 
Mount Pelion even into the distant hills in the background. The melee forms an arc around the 
tender mourning scene of the centaur couple Cyllarus and Hylonome, both of whom will be 
discussed further in chapter six. 
 Piero must have been familiar with the figural groups in the Sala delle Muse sarcophagus 
or he would have seen drawings based on the sarcophagus reliefs, as indicated in some of the 
figural groups within his painting; for example, the centaur and Lapith (fig. 2.24) to the far right 
of the composition can be identified as the Lapith groom Pirithoüs utilizing his full leg and foot 
and bearing down onto the centaur, Bienor’s, back, while Pirithoüs proceeds to pull back 
																																								 																				
44 Ovid, Metamorphoses, book 12: 353-356. 
45 Dennis Geronimus, Piero di Cosimo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 95-98, has identified all of the 
figures in Piero’s painting. 
46 Ovid, Metamorphoses, book 12: 360-560. 
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Bienor’s left arm.47 The centaur reaches up with his right hand to stave off the club that Pirithoüs 
is preparing to bring down upon the creature’s face. The poses are strikingly similar to three of 
the four figural groups of the Sala delle Muse side panels (figure 2.5b). Piero’s inventive 
imagery exemplifies his mastery of lively facial expressions, contorted poses, and 
foreshortening, as in the figure of the dead centaur lying on his side (fig. 2.25), to the far right, 
and the dead Lapith (fig. 2.26), shown just off-center to the right; the extremely foreshortened 
position of the Lapith recalls Andrea Mantegna’s image of the Dead Christ (fig. 2.27). 
Comparisons can also be made to Michelangelo’s composition: the bent-over figure discussed 
earlier, which Nethersole identifies as Hippodamia in Michelangelo’s relief, reoccurs in Piero’s 
composition in the second figural group on the far left foreground. The position of the figure – 
bent horizontally at the waist and being pulled in opposing directions – is clearly borrowed from 
Michelangelo’s relief. Piero’s bent figure is not Hippodamia but clearly references a female 
Lapith. 
Piero’s spalliera panel was most likely intended as a marriage commission, which makes 
sense considering the centauromachy occurred during a nuptial feast. Like other spalliera 
paintings, Piero’s subject was intended as a didactic piece to be interpreted by the bride and 
groom as “moral instruction, condemning outbreaks of intemperate passions.”48 The vivid 
display of violence, bloodshed, and death is offset by the love of Cyllarus and Hylonome, which 
would have been appropriate for a bedroom, but also demonstrates Piero’s sensitivity towards 
non-human creatures; likewise, the humans are also shown in a contradictory aspect in that they 
act as uncivilized and savage as the creatures they try to destroy. In Piero’s painting humans are 
just as volatile as centaurs, and centaurs – as noted by the tragic couple – are just as capable of 
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demonstrating civilized qualities. Michelangelo and Piero may have seen the three sarcophagi 
discussed earlier, though there is no significant documentation to support this assumption. 
Nevertheless, both artists were privy to classical visual sources featuring centaurs and so they 
would have been inspired and motivated by ancient examples of how to illustrate the physical 
form of the centaur; however, artistic advisors and classical texts also provided these artists with 
their own means of poetic invention. 
 
Violence, Art, and the Domestic Interior: Centaur Battle Scenes on Maiolica 
Centaur battle scenes were popular subjects on maiolica, particularly after the first decade 
of the sixteenth century. Maiolica was a term used to describe a specific type of tin-glazed 
pottery that became fashionable during the late medieval period and historiated wares, in 
particular, were in high demand after the first decade of the sixteenth century. While many of 
these wares were functional, there were those that were intended solely for decorative 
purposes.49 The deep color pattern and festive imagery on lusterware added to the decorative 
element of any room where social gathering was common, especially in country villas where the 
tone was more relaxed and the setting was intended for leisure, merriment and pleasure; yet, the 
desire for such violent scenes within the domestic interior deserves consideration. Three maiolica 
objects are considered here for their extreme violence and iconography: the Centaur and 
Centauress Battling (fig. 2.28) dish in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; the Battle of 
the Lapiths and Centaurs (fig. 2.29), in the British Museum; and the Rape of Hippodamia (fig. 
2.30), in a private collection.  
																																								 																				
49 Maiolica: Italian Renaissance Ceramics in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, ed. Timothy Wilson (exh. cat., New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 11-13 and 22-23. 
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 Among the most unprecedented and enigmatic hybrid battle imagery to decorate a 
maiolica plate is that of a centaur vanquishing a centauress. The subject itself is perplexing; 
while there are numerous early drawings showing centaurs fighting centaurs or centaurs battling 
satyrs, there is no mention of a male centaur slaying a female centaur in any surviving 
mythological text. Timothy Wilson notes that certain aspects displayed by the victorious centaur 
on the dish resemble one of the two centaur-type figures (the creatures in the engraving resemble 
centaurs but the animal portion of their bodies appears to be more feline) illustrated in an 
engraving titled Fighting Beasts Regarded by Soldiers (fig. 2.31) located in the British 
Museum.50  
While the figures are similar in terms of the stance and the manner in which both wield 
their weapons, notable differences include the stylistic representations of each creature and more 
importantly, the weapons being used. The male centaur on the maiolica dish holds a bloodied 
scimitar – a Middle Eastern weapon dating to the Ottoman period – high up over his head as he 
prepares to deliver the final blow to the centauress. As he rears up on his hind legs, forelegs bent 
upward, the curve of the blade mirrors the interior curve of the dish. Blood, from a previous 
strike, drips down from the scimitar and cascades down the centaur’s bald head and onto his bare 
back and shoulders. His face remains hidden behind the flesh of his upraised left arm; this 
creates an even more disturbing and sinister scene, as the viewer cannot determine the expression 
on the attacker’s face. 
The imagery is gruesome. The centauress stands defeated. Her face is turned toward the 
viewer and looking away from her male counterpart. The front-facing position of the female 
allows us to see that her head, turned slightly toward her left shoulder, bears a large, curved gash 
that runs from her right temple across to the lower left cheek. Blood covers the female’s face and 
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78	
falls down the length of her torso and onto the deadly instrument she holds limply in her right 
hand. The device, a ball-and-chain, is a medieval weapon of battle comprised of a wooden shaft 
affixed to chains that end in metal spiked balls.  
It is clear from the inclusion of the flail that the centauress was prepared for battle and 
not caught off-guard by the advances or threats of the male centaur. Hanging directly above the 
scene is a partially inscribed scroll with the letters “FR [R crossed]   ELAF   MI.” Wilson 
proposes a “highly speculative” possible translation for the phrase as “Frappa, e la fine mia” 
(“Strike – It is the end for me).”51 If Wilson’s theory is correct, then the centauress is submitting 
to her assailant by standing down, acknowledging her defeat and, therefore, ultimate demise.  
The centauress’s weapon is the very same instrument of destruction utilized by the 
centaur-like beasts in the engraving Fighting Beasts Regarded by Soldiers. Although the dish 
dates from 1500-1510 and it has been suggested that the engraving, thought to be executed by a 
follower of Antonio Pollaiuolo, is an earlier work dating to approximately 1480-1500, Wilson 
asserts that the artist who worked on the maiolica dish did not borrow the subject from this 
specific engraving; instead, he argues that both works may have had a common original source.52   
The engraving includes three elaborately dressed soldiers decorated in fanciful armor as 
they look upon the scene of the two battling monsters. The subject of soldiers in ornate armor in 
quiet repose while hybrid beasts battle each other unmercifully illustrates the contrast between 
the civilized and controlled behavior of men as compared to the irrational and uncivilized 
behavior of beasts. We see this theme in an earlier engraving by Marco Zoppo (fig. 2.32). The 
composition includes two centaurs in battle observed by a stag instead of inquisitive soldiers; 
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meanwhile, a hound is caught among the fray. Both hybrids are shown in the foreground, their 
bodies filling approximately three-quarters of the space. The creatures are engaged in what 
appears to be a choreographed battle-dance: one centaur faces the viewer with forelegs raised, 
while wielding a large club in one hand and a shield in the other, as it prepares to strike its 
opponent. The other centaur, with its back towards the viewer, maintains the same pose as its 
opponent except it strikes with a spear instead of a club.  
The physical appearance of the centaurs in this work varies significantly from its 
successor. Zoppo’s centaurs are graceful and their bodies are well-kept, while the later engraving 
illustrates two fearsome beasts whose facial expressions are vivid and menacing; their bodies are 
mostly covered in shaggy hair and their battle stance does not suggest a graceful move but 
instead a hostile attack. Nevertheless, the underlying theme of male centaurs in battle is that of 
the inability to resolve an argument through wisdom and words. Their inability to reason using 
complex arguments further illustrates the comparative sagacity of the human mind. While this 
theme is evident in the engravings, the moralizing theme of the maiolica dish is still 
questionable.  Luke Syson argues that with regard to historiated maiolica, the stories “would 
have been perfectly familiar to the well-educated viewer-diner.”53 Perhaps the dish was intended 
as a wedding gift, where the underlying message was fidelity and submission on the part of the 
wife, which would correlate with the centauress’s willingness to submit to the centaur’s 
punishment. The centauress’s punishment might suggest that she had been unfaithful and this 
was the price of her deceit; therefore, this imagery could serve as a warning for the bride. 
The brutality of the imagery on the Met maiolica dish is no less shocking than the violent 
abuse Eurytus inflicted upon Hippodamia during his attempt to abduct and violate her. Two 
maiolica plates deftly illustrate this particular moment in Ovid’s story. The first (fig. 2.29), 
																																								 																				
53 Luke Syson, “Italian Maiolica Painting: Composing for Context,” in Maiolica: Italian Renaissance Ceramics, 26. 
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attributed to the Master of the Bergantini Bowl, depicts the centauromachy but the artist zeroes 
in on the moment of abduction while eliminating most of the surrounding battle scene. The artist 
does not attempt to include the entire battle within the confines of the small tondo; instead, he 
focuses on the pivotal moment that culminates in chaos and bloodshed.  
Eight figures are included in this composition and the three main characters – Pirithoüs, 
Hippodamia, and Eurytus – are situated in the foreground. Eurytus is placed in the central 
position as he attempts to carry off Hippodamia; she is mounted on the centaur’s back facing 
away from the creature. While Eurytus clutches her from behind, in an attempt to hold her in 
place, Pirithoüs is shown grasping Hippodamia with his right arm, while wielding a large 
wooden club with his left hand. Eurytus’ demise is inevitable; blood drips down from the 
wounds inflicted upon his head and the lower portion of his equine torso, as well as the gash in 
his lower right side.  To Pirithoüs’ left, a Lapith soldier has fallen. Behind the central cast, a 
centaur and a Lapith are shown from the chest up and through their animated facial expressions 
the hostile intent to maim is clear. At Eurytus’ right, a Lapith and centaur, which might be 
identified as Theseus and Bienor, are locked in deadly embrace. Theseus is shown kneeling on 
Bienor’s back while he holds the centaur’s head firmly in his grasp as he prepares to lunge 
forward with a sharp dagger in hand to slay the beast.54 The backdrop for this chaotic display is a 
deep blue curtain divided by a gold-brocade curtain, which also cascades across the top. The 
foreground presents a jumble of upturned tables and scattered flasks, dishes, bowls, a drinking 
vessel, a plate with three displaced crabs, and a jar bearing the letters: “VIC. I.” 
																																								 																				
54 Ovid, Metamorphoses, book 12: 508-13: “[Theseus] leapt upon the back of tall Bienor, accustomed to no rider but 
himself, and locking knees against the centaur’s ribs, with his left hand, he clutched him by the hair, and with his 
knotty cudgel smashed his face and trashy mouth and shattered his thick skull.” The Master of the Bergantini Bowl 
places a dagger in Theseus’ hand instead of a club. 
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Pirithoüs and Hippodamia most likely bear the likenesses of the Italian historian, 
statesman, and humanist Francesco Guicciardini (1483-1540) and his wife, Maria Salviati (no 
dates); the Guicciardini coat of arms stands prominently at the top of the plate. Syson and Dora 
Thornton suggest that this historiated ware might have been a diplomatic gift given to 
Guicciardini when he was President of the Romagna and in the service of Pope Clement VII 
(1478-1534); the vicious battle scene could be read allegorically for Guicciardini himself 
instilling rule and diplomacy over “a rebellious region recently subjugated by military force.”55  
Much like the dish by the Master of the Bergantini Bowl, the ware by the Apollo Basin 
Painter (fig. 2.30) focuses solely on the attempted abduction and/or rape of the Lapith bride. Yet 
this footed dish conveys more of the battle scene in that there are more figures present in the 
scene, and the location, unlike the imagery by the Master of the Bergantini Bowl, is set outdoors 
in a mountainous area. The imagery is slightly more whimsical, as illustrated through the vine-
garland crowning Eurytus’ head; this detail, along with the pointed ears of a quadruped, are the 
only two details that reference this figure as the assailant. Furthermore, the Sotheby’s catalogue 
description identifies the other figure clutching Hippodamia as a centaur, although nothing in his 
anatomy suggests that this is a hybrid creature, especially since he has human legs and feet.56 
Little other information here can guide the viewer to the conclusion that there are centaurs 
present, since the artist foregoes any other distinguishing feature relative to an equine body; he 
only includes the pointed ears and garland but the rest of the body beyond the right shoulder is 
not visible. The chaotic and contorted positions of the figures add to the confusion; two horses 
positioned directly behind Hippodamia rear up in fear and anxiety. The horse nearest to 
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56 Sotheby’s, “Of Royal and Noble Descent Including Works of Art from Palazzo Sacchetti, Rome,” Lot 16306, 




Hippodamia is presented in a manner that makes it appear as though it stands almost erect. The 
position of the horse’s lower body and the contorted angle in which the male figure (crowned 
with vines) stands makes it seem as though the bodies of the horse and the male figure are fused 
together. Nevertheless, it is difficult to distinguish the centaurs from the men. Several 
discrepancies exist between textual sources and maiolica images, as well as a source image and 
its variants; however, it appears that maiolica artists (and perhaps patrons) were not concerned 
with these discrepancies.  
John V.G. Mallet attributed the authorship of this dish to the Apollo Basin Master and he 
identified the subject as the Rape of Hippodamia.57 Mallet also confirmed the connection 
between this footed bowl and a print (fig. 2.33) of the same subject by Enea Vico (1523-1567), 
which he claimed to be the source for the maiolica imagery.58 When comparing the imagery of 
both dish and print, it is clear that the composition is nearly identical; however, Vico’s engraving 
makes it clear that one of the figures clutching Hippodamia is a centaur. Vico does include the 
pointed ears and the garland made of vine leaves; however, unlike the Master of the Apollo 
Basin, Vico omits the confusing extra leg and foot that is visible between the legs of the figure to 
the right grabbing Hippodamia in the maiolica image. Furthermore, the horse’s rump, positioned 
near the edge of the table, is lower and more parallel to the ground, unlike the maiolica image 
where the rump inclines as though the body is rearing upwards; this suggests that Vico’s horse 
rump would align with the position of the ass-eared figure to the left grabbing Hippodamia, 
thereby identifying him as Eurytus. This is not clearly emphasized in the maiolica image. 
																																								 																				
57 John V.G. Mallet, “Il pittore del Bacile di Apollo,” in La maiolica italiana del Cinquecento: Il lustro eugubino e 
l’istoriato del Ducato di Urbino, atti del convegno di studi Gubbio 21-23 September 1998, ed. Gian Carlo Bojani 
(Florence, Centro Di, 2002), 89-90.  
58 John V.G. Mallet, “Considerazioni su Nicola da Urbino e le fonti delle sue composizioni su maiolica,” in I Della 
Rovere nell’Italia delle corti, atti del convegno 16-19 settembre 1999, vol. 5, Arte della maiolica, ed. Gian Carlo 
Bojani (Urbino: Quattro Venti, 2002), 95. Even though the dish is dated much earlier than the print, Mallet argues 




Instead, the Apollo Basin Painter positions the horse’s head, looming above Hippodamia, and the 
rump near the table in what is perceived to be a continuous line, as though they belonged to the 
same body. It is a slight detail but a discernible one.  
Another difference between the two images is the reddish-orange, flame-like banner 
bearing the Vitelli family coat of arms on the maiolica dish, which is absent from Vico’s 
engraving. The banner billows out as it is tied between two verdant trees. The engraving, on the 
other hand, includes a large, timeworn canopy that is tied to the trunk of a tree providing shelter 
over the tabletop where the wedding guests are situated. The maiolica dish contains three trees in 
total, as opposed to the engraving, which remains more faithful to the Ovidian tale by including a 
cave amid a mountaintop landscape. The scenery on the maiolica is set upon a hilltop, yet a body 
of water is discernible in the foreground. This imagery is much more inclusive of the battle 
imagery; nevertheless, both maiolica dishes bearing the same subject depict the savagery of 
battle, as well as the irrational, violent, and libidinous nature of wild, drunken centaurs.  
The attempted female abductions and battle scenes on each of the maiolica pieces 
discussed provide a greater knowledge and understanding concerning the fascination with 
violence, particularly on the maiolica featuring monstrous battle scenes, within the Italian 
Renaissance home. These images were typically considered instructive for newly married 
couples, especially young, virtuous, and naïve brides who were thought to need a guiding hand, 
and this is a topic that will be discussed at length in chapter eight.59 The centaurs’ attempted 
abduction and rape of Hippodamia was not the only centaur-related female violation that would 
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prove to be popular in lusterware. Images of Nessus stealing away with Deianira were also 
highly desired and these images will be discussed further in chapter eight. 
 
Conclusion 
The works discussed in this chapter reveal Renaissance artists’ interest in manipulating 
the centaur’s anatomical form to underscore the beast – present within humans – that must be 
restrained. Warfare and years of treacherous crusades were common enough in Europe before, 
during, and after the Middle Ages and the Renaissance; it is little wonder that the brutality of 
bloodshed and the rush of bodies, surging with adrenaline and forging ahead to meet the enemy 
head on, would find favor with artists and patrons. Hybrid battle imagery was not a novel 
concept to the Renaissance artist, since such scenes were already observed in medieval imagery; 
however, they only began to achieve popularity during the late 1400s. Nevertheless, the 
fascination with all’antica literary descriptions and visual depictions of battles featuring humans, 
gods, hybrid creatures and/or sea monsters affected both patrons and artists. Artists used their 
skilled hands and vivid imaginations to manipulate a figure into various types of contorted 
positions, emphasizing foreshortened limbs, and placing a focus on emotion through exaggerated 
facial expressions – ideas that would become prevalent in the Cinquecento, especially in the 
drawings of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519).  
The centauromachy’s prolific appearance in drawings, prints, sculpture, paintings, and 
lusterware only serves to reaffirm that this was an immensely popular subject borrowed from 
ancient sources. Although the Cortona sarcophagus may have inspired other artists, there are no 
extant images to corroborate this theory; nevertheless, the output of materials inspired by both 
the Sala delle Muse and the della Valle sarcophagi speaks to the Renaissance artist’s interest in 
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centaur battle imagery.60 The centauromachy, as shown through the wide range of media 
mentioned above, continued to arouse the interest of patrons and artists throughout the 
Renaissance. While this chapter sought to examine and analyze the savage and uncivilized side 
of the centaur through battle images and scenes of violence, the next chapter will argue for a 
uniquely positive and distinctly non-traditional perspective on the centaur, as observed in the 
all'antica works of Donatello and his students.  
																																								 																				






Portrait of a Centaur 
 
 
Chapter two presented the centaur in its most combative narrative: the centauromachy. 
While it demonstrated that the classical theme of centaur battle imagery was revived in the 
Renaissance and used as metaphor for civility (man) overcoming barbarity (centaur), it also 
argued for an alternative view of this theme – one of internal struggle. A brief departure from the 
negative traditions outlined in the previous chapter occurred in the fifteenth century in Florence, 
where early reliefs show the centaur figure removed from a violence-based narrative and 
presented in a more civilized and humanizing light; the model for this humanist centaur figure 
was an ancient centaur motif. Arguably this Florentine phase can be traced to Donatello’s bronze 
pulpits of 1460-66 (figs. 3.1 & 3.2): each features a clypeus held up by centaurs; the motif was 
clearly modeled after examples found on Roman sarcophagi, while the centaurs themselves were 
inspired by the Roman centaur cameo (fig. 3.3) in the Medici collection. Although the gem 
officially entered the collection in 1471, visual evidence suggests it had been available in 
Florence during the previous decade.1 
This sardonyx cameo features a non-threatening Dionysian centaur, upon which most of 
the following Florentine works are based: the centaur medallion within the architrave of 
Michelozzo’s Palazzo Medici-Riccardi courtyard (fig. 3.4), a bronze centaur plaquette from 
which numerous casts were created (fig. 3.5), the Ebrietas relief in the Palazzo Scala-
Gherardesca courtyard (fig. 3.6), and a fifteenth-century variant of the cameo carved in carnelian 
(fig. 3.7). All of these works attest to a fascination with centaurs but their inclusion in artworks – 
																																								 																				
1 Francesco Rossi, “Le gemme antiche e le origini della placchetta,” in Studies in the History of Italian Plaquettes, 
ed. Alison Luchs (Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 1989), 59.  
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specifically those belonging to the Medici – references a desire to replicate classical sources, and 
therefore, reflects the erudition of the patron and his or her knowledge of the classical world. 
Knowledge of this centaur cameo, or the exact replicas of the image, is reflected in images 
outside of Florence, such as Jacopo Rodari’s (1485-1519) relief (fig. 3.8) of a centaur bearing a 
basket and thyrsus on the lower base of the Porta della Rana, Como Cathedral. These examples 
also reveal the multifaceted personality of the centaur: most of them reference the playful 
Bacchic/Dionysian follower, as well as the savage, uncivilized beast represented in Ebrietas. 
Most of these early important works reflect the inventive style and sculptural finesse of 
Donatello, as well as his student Bertoldo. Donatello’s innovate ideas were encouraged and 
supported through the considerable patronage of Cosimo the Elder; Bertoldo, too, received the 
support of the Medici through Piero, and later via his son, Lorenzo. Bertoldo, having studied 
under Donatello and later becoming master over the young Michelangelo, was a tangible 
connection between the sculptors of the early Quattrocento and the next great generation 
belonging to the early Cinquecento. The artistic exchange between Donatello, Bertoldo, and 
other talented artists collaborating within this circle – such as Michelozzo (1396-1472) and 
Giuliano da Sangallo – enabled the execution of exciting, unique, and classically-inspired 
centaur images; these works reveal a desire to emulate the artistry and iconographic motifs of the 
ancient past and this enthusiasm continued to flourish in fifteenth-century Florence. 
 
Cosimo, Donatello, and the Bronze Pulpit Centaur Clypeus 
As noted in chapter two, Donatello worked in Florence, as well as Rome, Padua, Siena, 
Pisa, and Naples, which allowed him access to a vast number of ancient sarcophagi and ruins. 
Due to his revolutionary inventions of form and style, Donatello was considered an exceptional 
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artist, even in his own time, which garnered him the highest favor of Cosimo de’ Medici, a 
shrewd and ambitious Florentine banker. Cosimo’s significant patronage of humanists, poets, 
artists, and architects paved the way for Florence to become the center of humanities in the 
Quattrocento. Arthur Field argues that “patronage in a more traditional sense distinguished 
Cosimo from other political leaders…[He] saw to it that entire groups of artists, philosophers, 
and humanists would remain more or less loyal to the Medici family.”2 This was particularly true 
of his patronage toward Donatello.  
The friendship between Cosimo and Donatello extended into a solid working 
relationship: from 1434 on, Donatello became the primary sculptor for the Medici family. 
According to Vasari, “the esteem with which Cosimo regarded Donatello’s talent was so high 
that Cosimo kept him constantly occupied and Donatello felt so much affection for Cosimo that 
he understood everything Cosimo wanted, at the slightest indication, and he always obeyed 
him.”3 Vasari may have exaggerated their relationship; nevertheless, it is highly probable that 
Cosimo and Donatello maintained a close friendship, since Cosimo’s biographer, Vespasiano di 
Bisticci (1421-1998), also intimated that both men shared a bond.4  
All’antica elements of pagan imagery can be found in Donatello’s bronze pulpits, which 
were late additions – by nearly thirty years – to San Lorenzo. Vespasiano, in his memoirs, notes 
Cosimo’s loyalty to Donatello, who, by the late 1450s, had aged significantly: “and because in 
his time the sculptors found scanty employment, Cosimo, in order that Donatello’s chisel might 
not be idle, commissioned him to make the pulpits of bronze in S. Lorenzo and the doors of the 
																																								 																				
2 Arthur Field, The Origins of the Platonic Academy of Florence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 23. 
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lavorare; ed allo incontro ebbe tanto amore verso Cosimo Donato, che ad ogni minimo suo cenno indovinava tutto 
quel che voleva, e di continuo lo ubbidiva.” Translation is my own. 
4 Vespasiano da Bisticci, Vite di uomini illustri del secolo XV (Firenze: Barbèra, Bianchi e comp., 1859), 259. The 




sacristy… he ordered the bank to pay every week enough money to Donatello for his work and 
for that of his four assistants.”5 However, Donatello, having suffered the effects of old age, was 
probably arthritic and unable to complete the pulpits; he died two years after his patron in 1466. 
It is estimated that the pulpits were executed between 1460 and 1466 and that Donatello 
contributed to the execution of some of the panels.6 Work on the pulpits was, in fact, a 
collaboration between Donatello and four other artists in his workshop, two of whom we know 
by name: the aforementioned Bertoldo di Giovanni and the Paduan artist Bartolomeo Bellano 
(1437/38–1496/97). Stylistic differences demonstrate that Donatello’s assistants completed many 
of the other panels after his death.7  
The images on the bronze pulpit reliefs, rendered in Donatello’s signature style of relievo 
schiacciato (a form of extremely low relief that he invented), are almost pictorial.8 In fact, 
Leonardo is said to have classified relievo schiacciato as being more of a painting than a 
sculpture; this type of relief was very labor intensive and was, therefore, deemed an extremely 
valuable work.9 Dale Kent argues that “Cosimo’s desire to expiate his sins is patently a major 
force driving his patronage… apart from the family palace, all [commissions] were for the 
building and decoration of churches and chapels… seen together, they represent a powerful 
																																								 																				
5 Vespasiano di Bisticci, 259: “E perchè ne’tempi sua quest’ arte degli scultori alquanto vennie ch’ egli erano poco 
adoperatic, Cosimo…ordinò al banco, ogni settimana, che avesse una certa quantità di danari, tanto che bastassino a 
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6 Charles Avery, “The Early Medici and Donatello,” in The Early Medici and Their Artists, ed. Francis Ames-Lewis 
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8 Anthony Bertram, Florentine Sculpture (London: Studio Vista Limited, 1969), 76. 
9 Pope-Hennessy, 116. 
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strategy for survival in the hereafter.”10 The pulpit reliefs depict the Passion of Christ (fig. 3.1) 
and the Resurrection (fig. 3.2), which reflected Cosimo’s personal search for salvation, as well as 
Donatello’s own thoughts on Christian iconography.11  
 While Christian iconography represents the overall content of the panels, as mentioned 
earlier, Donatello infused the program of the pulpits with all’antica elements: the frieze filled 
with frolicking putti and wine jars (fig. 3.9), which wraps around the circumference of both 
pulpits, and, more importantly, the motif of two centaurs holding up a clypeus, (fig. 3.10). The 
Resurrection Pulpit (fig. 3.2) clypeus bears Donatello’s name signifying his authorship of the 
work. The pulpits are not representative of the traditional, oblong-shaped pulpits of the medieval 
period; instead their shape is reminiscent of Roman sarcophagi.12 The inclusion of classical 
motifs demonstrates Donatello’s knowledge and study of ancient works; it also speaks to the 
artist’s ability to utilize and integrate all'antica elements within a contemporary Renaissance 
program.  
The centaur and clypeus motifs, included in both the Passion and Resurrection Pulpits, 
are situated within the putti frieze. Both creatures display a full head of long, shaggy hair to 
match the bushy beards reaching down to their chests. Their human torsos are broad and 
muscular; this is especially evident in the well-defined and chiseled abdomen of the centaur on 
the left. This centaur is shown in semi-profile: his equine body is positioned in profile yet the 
upper-human portion is nearly fully facing the viewer. Due to the position of the centaur’s upper 
body, the manner in which he uses his left hand to hold up the clypeus is awkward, particularly 
																																								 																				
10 Dale Kent, Cosimo de’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: The Patron’s Oeuvre (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000), 11. 
11 Pope-Hennessy, 304. By living out the remainder of his life in a virtuous manner, Cosimo believed that he would 
not be denied entrance into the kingdom of heaven. 
12 Ibid.; Irving Lavin, “The Sources of Donatello’s Pulpits in San Lorenzo: Revival and Freedom of Choice in the 
Early Renaissance,” The Art Bulletin 41 (March, 1959): 21. 
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as he firmly grips a club with his right hand. The centaur to the right appears to engage more 
with the clypeus, as he stands in profile with the front of his body almost pushing against the side 
of the clypeus; his left hand holds up the bottom of the object, while his right arm is raised and 
seemingly positioned upon the top portion of the clypeus. Again, in what appears to be an 
awkward attempt to support the clypeus, the centaur seems to be using his wrist to bolster the 
weight of the plate while he manages to hold a club in his hand.  
The clypeus itself is circular and flat and only the surface of the Resurrection Pulpit 
clypeus bears the inscription: “OPUS DONATELLO FLO” (“WORK OF DONATELLO 
FLO[RENTINE]”). The clypeus on the Crucifixion Pulpit is blank and Nethersole argues that 
perhaps it was intended to hold the Medici coat of arms. Nethersole further contends that the 
inclusion of centaurs might reference Chiron, as magister of medicine, thereby connecting him to 
the Medici as a pun on their name.13 The clypeus, in both pulpits, is situated upon a short but 
stout variegated vegetal stem with triangular-shaped leaves, which branch out into a fork-like 
shape. Both the clypeus and the stem are directly modeled on similar motifs found in ancient 
Roman sarcophagi. The most obvious example is the Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius 
Sabinus (fig. 3.11), located in the Camposanto, Pisa, which was available to Renaissance 
audiences in the Quattrocento. A comparison of both images demonstrates that the artist’s 
reference to the motif on this sarcophagus is unmistakable. Even if Donatello himself had not 
sculpted the reliefs, he would have provided preparatory drawings – or wax or clay models – and 
he certainly would have seen the Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus, and similar 
examples in the Camposanto, while he was working in Pisa in 1426/27.14  
																																								 																				
13 Nethersole, 204. 
14 James Beck, “Jacopo della Quercia and Donatello: Networking in the Quattrocento,” Source: Notes in the History 
of Art 4 (1987): 9. During this period, Donatello was with Michelozzo in Pisa, as they were both working on a 
commission for the Brancacci and John XXIII monuments that were destined for Naples. 
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The modeling of most details, such as the pilasters, as well as the entire work on the 
frieze are both attributed to Bertoldo, along with Bellano and other assistants after Donatello’s 
death. Although John Pope-Hennessy asserts that Bertoldo executed the centaurs and clypei on 
both pulpits, Irving Lavin and H.W. Janson agree that neither Bertoldo nor the other assistants 
designed any of the reliefs and decorative elements; Donatello devised the decorative program 
for both pulpits and his knowledge of and intense fascination with antique sources (previously 
discussed in chapter two) support this argument.15 
The placement of the clypeus and centaurs (in the case of both pulpits) is also relevant, as 
they are situated adjacent to the most crucial scenes of the narrative: Christ’s death and 
resurrection. Donatello arranges the centaurs almost directly above the figure of Christ rising 
from the tomb on The Resurrection Pulpit (fig. 3.2). Regarding the Passion Pulpit (fig. 3.1), 
pilasters divide the scenes on the reliefs and the centaurs are situated directly above the central 
pilaster, which separates the scenes of the Crucifixion from the Deposition of Christ. 
Furthermore, it is crucial to note that the centaurs are part of the marginal decorations on the 
pulpits; this relegation to the margins references the predominant placement of centaurs and 
other hybrid creatures in medieval and Renaissance art, including church portals, capitals, and 
book decoration. 
Pope-Hennessy’s Donatello: Sculptor, which remains the most authoritative work on the 
artist, only gives an honorable mention to the pulpit centaurs: “The paired centaurs holding a 
label in the center are by Bertoldo.”16 Lavin, in his article discussing the sources for these 
pulpits, never even mentions the centaurs.17 The absence of the centaurs from Lavin’s article is 
																																								 																				
15 Pope-Hennessy, 303-04; Lavin, 21; H. W. Janson, The Sculpture of Donatello (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1957), 217. 
16 Ibid., 304-05. 
17 Lavin, 19-38. 
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mysterious considering not only that the centaurs holding Donatello’s clypeus make clear 
reference to antiquity but also, as previously discussed, that the signature directly informs the 
viewer that the design of the pulpits is Donatello’s. 
The inclusion of these pagan creatures, known for their savagery and lust, within the 
religious program of the pulpits exhibits the early Renaissance acceptance of pagan imagery 
interspersed with Christian imagery; this is especially true of sacred spaces, since the manner in 
which pagan imagery was utilized was considered non-threatening. The early humanist Leonardo 
Bruni (1370-1444) was instrumental in helping to usher in this acceptance through one of his 
earliest and most important translations, dating to 1403: St. Basil’s (339-79) Address to Young 
Men on the Right Use of Greek Literature. The crucial nature of this work, at that time, 
concerned Basil’s opinion that pagan literature ought to have its place within a Christian 
education (without fear of it disrupting or instilling heretical thoughts or practices in the 
Christian mind), as long as men understood and differentiated between the content that could be 
accepted and that which must be rejected.18 St. Basil’s address to these young men (his nephews) 
proposes that in order to fully understand and recognize the “truth” in Christian doctrine, as laid 
out in the scriptures, men must be well-versed in the works of the ancient Greeks. This is 
immediately expressed at the commencement of Basil’s address: 
Now this is my council, that you should not unqualifiedly give over your minds to these 
men, as a ship is surrendered to the rudder, to follow whither they list, but that, while 
receiving whatever of value they have to offer, you yet recognize what it is wise to 
ignore. Accordingly, from this point on I shall take up and discuss the pagan writings, 
and how we are to discriminate among them… If we would preserve indelible the idea of 
the true virtue, become first initiated in the pagan lore, then at length give special heed to 
the sacred and divine teachings… If then there is any affinity between the two literatures, 
a knowledge of them should be useful to us in our search for truth; if not, the comparison, 
																																								 																				
18 Nigel G. Wilson, From Byzantium to Italy: Greek Studies in the Italian Renaissance (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1992), 14. 
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by emphasizing the contrast, will be of no small service in strengthening our regard for 
the better one.19 
 
Bruni’s translation of this text is critical for Italian humanists studying classical literature, 
or “pagan lore,” in fifteenth-century Italy primarily because, as Nigel Wilson argues, St. Basil’s 
speech “proved invaluable in Bruni’s day as a weapon in controversy with opponents brought up 
in a less liberal tradition,” i.e., the more austere and ascetic members of the clergy.20 Thus, St. 
Basil’s insistence on the combined instruction of pagan and Christian literature, and his 
rationalization of “pagan lore” as a means of deciphering the truth and becoming a better 
Christian, calmed the doubtful minds and quelled the fears of concerned Italians who were 
suspicious of their fellow citizens promoting the consumption of pagan literature and art. Erwin 
Panofsky argued “Donatello, grande imitatore degli antichi, preferred to place classical motifs in 
the service of Christian iconography.”21 The inclusion of Donatello’s centaurs among events 
from the Old and New Testaments supports St. Basil’s argument and, therefore, illustrates that 
pagan and sacred imagery were allowed to coexist within hallowed halls but normally only with 
the pagan imagery confined to frames and margins, as noted in Donatello’s bronze pulpits. 
 That Donatello chose centaurs to bear his name is significant. As we have seen, up until 
the mid-Quattrocento, centaurs were depicted in art and literature as lustful, carousing, and 
savage creatures; Donatello’s inclusion of these classically-inspired hybrid beasts, as singular 
motifs devoid of any narrative content, demonstrates his desire to be associated with the type of 
Greco-Roman monumental and important works that were cherished, admired, and extolled 
during this period in Florence and the Italic peninsula. The pulpit centaurs are but one example 
of the many “positive-centaur-types” making their presence known in Florentine artworks. Their 
																																								 																				
19 Plutarch and Basil the Great, Essays on the Study and Use of Poetry, trans. Frederick Morgan Padelford, Yale 
Studies in English 15, ed. Albert S. Cook (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1902), 101-03. 
20 Wilson, 14-15.  
21 Erwin Panofsky, Renaissance and Renascences in Western Art (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), 169. 
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non-threatening presence in the pulpits suggests a curious aspect of the centaur’s personality 
where violence is restrained or absent; this aspect is not completely alien to medieval or 
Renaissance audiences (as noted in the benevolent imagery of St. Anthony Abbot and the 
Centaur [chap. 1] and again in works featuring Chiron, the wise centaur, which will be discussed 
in chapter 7), but it is the traditional savage centaur prototype that comes to mind when faced 
with the idea of the centaur figure.  
 
The Medici Centaur Cameo and its Successors 
Although it is clear that Roman sarcophagi are the primary source of inspiration for the 
centaurs-bearing-clypeus motif in the bronze pulpits, the Roman sardonyx centaur cameo (fig. 
3.3) in the Medici collection may have played a vital role as a model for Donatello’s centaurs. 
Once forming part of Pope Paul II’s (1417-1471) collection, the centaur cameo (along with 
numerous other gems) came into the hands of the Medici soon after the pope’s death, as payment 
for incurred loan debts.22 Lorenzo de’ Medici’s 1492 inventory describes the gem as: “A cameo 
framed in gold, with a sardonyx centaur against a white background, carrying a bowl of fruit on 
his shoulder, dressed in a lion skin, a [truffo?] in hand, and carved on the back with a diamond, 
feathers, and an inscription, f[lorins] 500.”23 The stone itself, dating to the 2nd century BCE, is 
magnificently carved; variations in the honey-colored tone of the sardonyx give depth to the cut, 
allowing for a more three-dimensional quality.  The bearded centaur is shown in profile and 
turned toward the right. The creature’s face is intense; his brow is creased, as he struggles with 
																																								 																				
22 Jeffrey Spier, “A Cameo from the Medici Collection,” Antike Kunst 57 (2014): 67. 
23 Richard Stapleford, Lorenzo de’ Medici at Home: The Inventory of the Palazzo Medici in 1492 (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 98. Antonio Giuliano, “Catalogo delle gemme che recano l’iscrizione: 
LAV.R.MED,” in Il tesoro di Lorenzo il Magnifico: Le gemme, vol. 1, ed. Nicole Dacos, Antonio Giuliano, and 
Ulrico Pannuti (Florence: Sansoni, 1973), 63; “uno chammeo leghato in oro, dentrovi uno centauro di sardonio nel 
champo biancho, chon uno vaso di frutte in sulla spalla, vestito in pelle di lione, uno truffo (sic) in mano… f. 500.” 
Translation is partially my own; the description of the back carving is Stapleford’s.  
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the weight of the object he carries. The position of the centaur’s body, with its well-defined 
muscles and tendons, alludes to a creature in motion, as he rears back placing the tension and 
weight on his right hind leg. A lion’s skin, a known attribute of Hercules, is draped across the 
centaur’s back with the lion’s head – its mouth gaping and eyes closed – and front paws flowing 
out behind the centaur. 
The creature holds a krater – a large, round-bodied vessel with a wide mouth used for 
mixing wine and water – decorated with a pattern of ivy leaves, which he carries over his right 
shoulder.24 In his left hand, the centaur holds a pole-like instrument topped with two bell-shaped 
objects: a small bell at the top and a larger bell just below it. This is the thyrsus described in the 
Medici inventory, which is an implement employed in a Dionysiac celebration.25 This type of 
centaur motif was popular in ancient Roman art and is similar in style to ancient Bacchic or 
Dionysian centaur figures, such as the fragment of a marble relief of a centaur with a thyrsus and 
a drum (fig. 3.12), which once formed part of the decorative architecture of Hadrian’s villa in 
Rome.26  
The ancient cameo was utilized as model for one of the eight classically inspired stucco 
medallions decorating the architrave in the Medici courtyard (fig. 3.13).27 In fact, the medallion 
(fig. 3.4) is almost an exact replica of the cameo; it, along with the other eight reliefs, alludes to 
Medici wealth, knowledge, and their conspicuous consumption of classical gems.  Authorship of 
these reliefs is uncertain.  According to Vasari, it was Donatello who executed the medallions: 
																																								 																				
24 Giuliano, 62. 
25 Kenneth Lapatin, Luxus: The Sumptuous Arts of Greece and Rome (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2015), 253. 
A thyrsus is a staff or spear tipped with a decorative ornament such a pinecone; the thyrsus is also a known attribute 
of Bacchus, the god of wine and ecstasy. 
26 Giuliano, 62, states that the centaur is “probably preparing a feast for Dionysus and his thiasos.” 
27 Jonathan Kline, “Christ-bearers and Seers of the Period Ante Legem: On the Male Nudes in Michelangelo’s Doni 
Tondi and Sistine Ceiling Frescoes,” in Michelangelo in the New Millennium: Conversations about Artistic 
Practice, Patronage and Christianity, ed. Tamara Smithers (Boston: Brill, 2016), 119. There are twelve medallions 




“In the Palazzo Medici courtyard there are eight marble roundels based on ancient cameos and 
the reverse sides of medals, with some beautiful scenes made by him [Donatello].”28 Erwin 
Panofsky was among the first scholars to have questioned Donatello’s authorship. Panofsky 
argued that stylistically the medallions lacked Donatello’s innovative style; in fact, he described 
them as “fairly pedestrian…most of them literally copied after cameos in Medici possession.”29 
Dates for the construction of the palace itself are given as 1446-1460 and occupation by the 
Medici had occurred in 1458-59.30 However, Ursula Wester argues that the program for the 
courtyard was devised around 1450 and work on the medallions took place in 1460.31 This claim 
is somewhat problematic since the centaur cameo is said to have entered the Medici collection in 
1471. Nevertheless, the gem was already accessible to artists before 1471, so it must have 
resided in Florence for a substantial period of time prior to Medici procurement.  
Wester discusses the authorship of the roundels and previous attributions to Donatello, 
Maso di Bartolomeo (1406-1456), Bertoldo, and Michelozzo; however, none of these artists have 
been definitively identified.32 Although Bertoldo biographer James David Draper does not 
mention the medallions in connection to Bertoldo’s oeuvre, it is plausible that Bertoldo executed 
these reliefs based on a program that Donatello had designed. As previously noted, Donatello 
and Michelozzo had collaborated on several projects and perhaps Donatello encouraged 
collaboration between Michelozzo and Bertoldo. As for the program design, Donatello was still 
																																								 																				
28 Vasari, ed. Milanese, 2:406-407: “In casa Medici, nel primo cortile, sono otto tondi di marmo, dove sono ritratto 
cammei antichi e rovesci di medaglie, ed alcune storie fatte da lui [Donato] molto belle.” Translation is my own. 
Although Vasari writes that some of the gems are based on the versos of medals, this is incorrect. Kline, 119, 
accurately states that six of the medallions “are copied from ancient gems in the Medici collections, and another, 
which shows the figures of Poseidon and Athena, represents a scene from a cameo that had once belonged to the 
Duke of Mantua but was known in Quattrocento Florence through reproductions…the last medallion takes its figure 
group from a Roman sarcophagus preserved in Florence throughout the Renaissance.” 
29 Panofsky, 169. 
30 Stapleford, 10-11. 
31 Ursula Wester and Erika Simon, “Die Reliefmedaillons im Hofe des Palazzo Medici zu Florenz. I. Teil. Die 
Tondi, ihre Vorbilder und die Meisterfrage,” Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen 7:1 (1965): 36-38, 48. 
32 Ibid., 39. 
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alive in 1460 and working on the bronze pulpits, which makes his and Bertoldo’s contribution to 
the courtyard roundels more attractive, since the centaur cameo would have inspired both the 
centaur clypeus and the roundel. 
Whatever the precise attribution, Panofsky’s analysis of the centaur roundel provides 
neither a detailed description nor a comparison to the centaur cameo, which would have revealed 
at least three significant stylistic differences. First is the notable deviation in the form and 
decoration of the krater: the cameo presents an hourglass-shaped object with a wide-open mouth 
that is devoid of any fruit or items; the top and bottom rims of the krater display a pattern of 
indentations and the front of the krater shows a detailed pattern of ivy leaves. The roundel relief, 
however, is significantly different in design: the krater now appears as a more utilitarian object – 
a severe-looking basket – devoid of any trim or decoration. Furthermore, the basket is no longer 
empty; it contains six round objects that most certainly reference the Medici palle. 
The second deviation is the centaur’s head. The cameo presents the head in profile; the 
face is intense and suggests a formidable creature that trots along with purpose towards his 
destination. The roundel presents a head and countenance that are distinct from its predecessor. 
Here the centaur’s head is shown in three-quarter profile; his face is lowered, eyes are downcast, 
and the expression is somber. The third difference between cameo and roundel is evident in the 
latter’s alteration of the lion’s skin, which gives the appearance of a living and breathing animal: 
the mane in the roundel is fuller and thicker, the mouth is closed, the eyes are wide open, the 
paws are larger, and the claws more prominent. The most comprehensive and detailed analysis of 
the courtyard medallions is that of Wester and Simon.33 Wester claims that the centaur in the 
roundel reveals an “old, clumsy creature”; she also observes the addition of other details, such as 
																																								 																				
33 Ibid., 29. 
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“hair tufts, veins, and the trimmed tail” and appropriately identifies the round objects in the 
basket as the “Medici coat of arms.”34  
The centaur cameo continued to inspire other works of art. In fact, the cameo served as 
the model for a plaquette – a type of small sculptural relief that was considered a highly valued 
portable treasure – from which were made numerous casts (fig. 3.5).35 Like the centaur 
medallion, the authorship of the bronze plaquette remains a mystery.36 Since most scholars have 
been unable to secure the decade in which these casts were produced, the only time-frame 
available is a “fifteenth-century” dating that places it anywhere along this scale; however, 
Francesco Rossi argues for a 1450-1470 date and places the production in Florence, where he 
argues the cameo had already been available.37 Rossi contends that since the cameo had already 
been in Florence, as is noted through the replica in the Medici courtyard roundel, the plaquette, 
which is an exact replica of the cameo, was most likely executed there during Piero di Cosimo 
de’ Medici’s time.38 
A comparison of the centaur gem and the plaquette (fig. 3.14) reveals that, unlike the 
enhanced image on the courtyard medallion, the plaquette meticulously mirrors the cameo in 
every way. Perhaps this is also due to the shape of the plaquette: the artist executing the plaquette 
kept the original oval shape of the cameo; therefore, there was no necessity to readjust the 
imagery to fit the shape, as was the case with the circular format of the courtyard medallion. The 
importance of and desire to have an exact replica are reflected in the production of this plaquette, 
																																								 																				
34 Ibid., 17, 29, 36. 
35 Plaquettes will be discussed at length in chapter eight. 
36 Further examples of plaquettes based on this cameo include objects in the British Museum, London; Bargello 
Museum, Florence; and National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. See appendix no. 40. 
37 Rossi, “Le gemme antiche,” 59. See also Francesco Rossi, La collezione Mario Scaglia: placchette (Bergamo: 
Lubrina, 2011), 1:36. Rossi’s analysis is specific to the plaquette belonging to the Kress Collection, in the National 
Gallery of Art in Washington, DC. 
38 Rossi, “Le gemme antiche,” 59. 
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since casts of this object would have been distributed as gifts to other humanists, friends, and 
possibly diplomats. 
It is worth making an argument for Bertoldo’s authorship in the case of the bronze 
centaur plaquette. Bertoldo, being a friend and favored artist of Lorenzo de’ Medici, was given 
great access to the ancient gems and artworks in the Medici collection.39 Furthermore, two other 
instances connect Bertoldo to centaur-related works. The first work is documented in the Medici 
inventory of 1492, which lists “a bronze centaur by Bertoldo [di Giovanni]” within the 
“Chamber of Piero”; unfortunately, there is no further information on the bronze centaur statue 
that Bertoldo most likely executed for Piero de’ Medici, though Draper asserts this centaur was 
modeled after the Medici centaur cameo. The second work is the large-scale bronze relief of 
Ebrietas (fig. 3.6; part of a larger series), which featured a host of intoxicated and savage 
centaurs.40 
The size of Bertoldo’s lost Centaur is unclear from the inventory description as to. 
Bertoldo was known for his statuettes and it is likely that this was a small object. Furthermore, 
Francis W. Kent claims that “Lorenzo owned several small bronzes all’antica” by Bertoldo, not 
to mention the commemorative medal capturing the infamous episode of the Pazzi Conspiracy, 
in which Giuliano de’ Medici (1453-1478) was murdered and Lorenzo was wounded, and the 
battle scene relief (now in the Bargello), which Lorenzo kept in his own chamber over the 
fireplace.41 
																																								 																				
39 James D. Draper, Bertoldo di Giovanni: Sculptor of the Medici Household (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 1992), 15 and 277, appendix 11; Francis W. Kent, Lorenzo de’ Medici and the Art of Magnificence 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 57-58. Draper references a letter dated March 9, 1489 from 
the antiquities dealer Giovanni Buoninsegni, in Siena, to Lorenzo de’ Medici, in which Buoninsegni recommends 
seven medaglie for inspection and purchase, which he, Buoninsegni, had already discussed with Bertoldo “vostro.” 
Draper argues “for Bertoldo, the reference has much value in that it situates him in a position of some responsibility 
over the Medici collections of antiquities.”  
40 Stapleford, 143; Draper, 265. 
41 Kent, 57-58. 
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The Ebrietas relief (fig. 3.6) was part of Bertoldo’s later works and it demonstrates his 
skill and ingenuity in creating classically inspired sculpture. Ebrietas is one of a series of twelve 
reliefs forming a frieze in the architrave of the Palazzo Scala-Gherardesca courtyard in Florence 
(fig. 3.15). Bartolomeo Scala (1430-1497), a staunch Medici supporter, officially came into the 
service of the Medici in 1457, when he acted as secretary to Pierfrancesco di Lorenzo while also 
“performing numerous services for Cosimo il Vecchio.”42 Aside from holding offices as 
Chancellor of the Parte Guelfa, First Chancellor of the Republic, and counselor and secretary to 
Louis XI of France, Ferrante of Naples, and the dukes of Milan, Scala was a humanist who 
enjoyed composing Latin poetry and prose. Ebrietas is thought to represent a lost section of 
Scala’s one hundred Apologues, which he dedicated to Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1481.43 Each of 
the other eleven reliefs in the series is identified through labels corresponding to a specific 
Apologue: Praelium, Regnum, Amor, Magnanimitas, Iurgium, Quies, Victoria, Tempestas, 
Imperatoria, Gloria Militaris, and Negligentia.44 While documentation concerning the 
construction of the courtyard does not mention the artist who executed the reliefs, Draper is one 
of many scholars attributing the reliefs to Bertoldo; he argues that “the Scala eccentricities are 
part and parcel of Bertoldo’s late manner.”45 
The scene in Ebrietas is chaotic and teeming with activity; many of the centaurs wear 
garland girdles around their bellies, have lion skins thrown over their shoulders, or carry pan 
flutes on their sides. The center of the relief features a massive cauldron suspended over flames 
																																								 																				
42 Draper, 221. 
43 Alessandro Parronchi, “The Language of Humanism and the Language of Sculpture: Bertoldo as Illustrator of the  
Apologi of Bartolomeo Scala,” trans. Alison M. Brown, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 27 (1964): 
113. Each relief is identified by a title (Amor, Magnanimitas, Tempestas, Victoria, etc.) that references a section of 
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44 See Nethersole, 128-32, for a discussion on interpretation of violence in the Scala courtyard reliefs. 
45 Ibid; Draper, 223; Cristina Acidini Luchinat, “Bas-reliefs and Apologues,” in Palazzo Scala dell Gherardesca: 
Four Seasons Hotel Firenze – The Revival of a Historical Home, ed. Marco Ferri and trans. Anthony Brierley 
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that shoot out like tentacles; the vessel itself is surrounded by rows of centaurs, each carrying its 
own prey – a goat, an ox, a pig, and so forth – for consumption. Two centaurs shown in the left 
foreground grapple with a lion’s legs in an attempt to dismember the living creature; meanwhile, 
two centaurs in the central scene on the right are shown stripping the flesh from a bone and 
drinking from a tankard. The violence in the scene is the result of drunken discord. Scott 
Nethersole argues that the absence of Lapiths or humans from Ebrietas “distances this 
representation from a battle between rationality and bestiality…it confirms, instead, a three-way 
association between violence, the ‘bestial’ man, and alcohol.”46 Thus, the distinction between the 
rational human and the uncivilized beast is a theme present not only in the Ebrietas relief but 
throughout Scala’s entire courtyard program. 
Alessandro Parronchi argues that the centaur in the far left foreground was modeled after 
the centaur gem in the Medici collection.47  Although Bertoldo’s Ebrietas centaur bears a 
striking resemblance to the cameo centaur, the figures are not identical (fig. 3.16): the cameo 
centaur’s right foreleg is raised while the Ebrietas centaur’s right foreleg is on solid ground; 
moreover, the cameo centaur’s right arm is bent forward while holding the krater that is balanced 
on his right shoulder and the Ebrietas centaur’s right arm is bent and positioned toward the back 
of his head, thereby presenting a fuller view of the creature’s face. The centaur cameo was 
utilized as the primary model for most, if not all, of the centaurs discussed in this chapter, but 
Bertoldo would have also looked to the centaur clypeus from the bronze pulpits, as well as 
Roman sarcophagi figures, as guidance for the centaurs in the Ebrietas relief.  
Parronchi makes no mention of the bronze pulpit centaur clypeus as having played any 
part in Bertoldo’s composition for Ebrietas. However, reference to the centaur clypeus can be 
																																								 																				
46 Nethersole, 139. 
47 Ibid., 126. 
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seen as the central focus within the Ebrietas composition (fig. 3.17): a figural group of two 
centaurs flanking the richly decorated cauldron, which seems to float directly above the tickling 
flames, directly references the two centaurs that bear the circular clypeus, which is positioned 
directly above the thick stalk of a short vegetal stem. The top of the stalk splits apart into several 
broad leaf-like stems that appear to support the bottom of the clypeus, referencing the clypeus 
imagery on the Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus, in the Camposanto, Pisa.48 As 
previously mentioned, both Donatello and Bertoldo were familiar with the sarcophagi scattered 
among the grounds of Pisa’s Camposanto; therefore, the reference in the clypeus motif to ancient 
Roman sarcophagi is appropriate and accurate.49  
The varied positions and unusually lively and detailed undertakings of the centaurs within 
the relief exhibit the imaginative and creative license that Alberti encouraged artists to express in 
their art. The imagery in the Ebrietas relief is unprecedented and while it may not fall into a 
category of “positive” centaur imagery, the imaginative scene and the animated figures 
demonstrates the range of expressions and meanings centaurs could carry and how they were 
adapted to the different contexts in which they were portrayed. Furthermore, the agitated 
movements of the figures and congested composition reference the typical prototypes of Roman 
sarcophagi, for as Draper aptly claims: “no Quattrocento master imitated the crowded, irrational 
space of ancient sarcophagi with Bertoldo’s gusto.”50 
Bertoldo’s authorship of the courtyard roundel, the centaur plaquette, and even Ebrietas 
are speculative yet plausible. The reason for continued Medici patronage of Bertoldo was simple: 
he was perhaps Donatello’s most successful student and he was a loyal Medici supporter; after 
																																								 																				
48 This imagery of this sarcophagus and its influence in Italian Renaissance Bacchic imagery will be discussed at 
length in chapter five. 
49 Draper, 133-37, argues that Bertoldo utilized stylistic elements and motifs for his own reliefs and acknowledges 
Bertoldo’s knowledge and reference to the sarcophagi reliefs in the Camposanto of Pisa. 
50 Ibid., 41. 
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Donatello’s death in 1464 and Cosimo the Elder’s in 1466, the latter’s grandson, Lorenzo, 
continued to cultivate a courtly atmosphere that encouraged artistry, antiquarianism, humanist 
studies, and the collection of ancient objects. According to Vasari, Lorenzo considered Bertoldo 
to be among his prized artists; he appointed “the Florentine sculptor Bertoldo, the old and 
practiced master, who was once the disciple of Donatello, as the [Medici sculpture] garden’s 
curator and guardian of the young men [artists],” which, in the case of the Roman cameo, 
allowed for Lorenzo’s “artists” to examine and use the object as a model for another cameo.51 
The gem, carved out of carnelian and dating to the late-fifteenth century (fig. 3.18), is a 
faithful representation of the sardonyx cameo, in terms of style and design. However, due to the 
unified coloring of the stone itself, the carnelian gem lacks the differentiating tones displayed by 
the sardonyx gem, which is situated against a white background. The excitement and 
extraordinary details present in the sardonyx cameo become slightly muted in the carnelian copy. 
However, like the sardonyx, the carnelian also bears the inscription “LAV.R.MED,” revealing 
that it, too, was once part of the Medici collection.52 Annie Zadoks-Josephus Jitta, the former 
curator of the Royal Cabinet of Medals in the Hague, claims that replication of the cameo was 
																																								 																				
51 Patricia Lee Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 202; Vasari, ed. 
Milanesi, 4:256-258. “Era allora custode e capo di detti giovani Bertoldo scultore fiorentino, vecchio e pratico 
maestro, e stato dia discepolo di Donato.” Translation is my own. The sculpture garden was promoted as a space 
where Medici-supported artists could hone their skills by studying and copying the ancient works in the Medici 
collection. Vasari first mentioned the existence of Lorenzo’s sculpture garden in his 1550 edition of Michelangelo’s 
vita. He goes into greater detail about this garden in his 1568 edition of the Vite, particularly in his vita of the 
Florentine sculptor Pietro Torrigiano (1472-1528). Vasari claims that Torrigiano, during his youth, spent his time in 
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s garden on the grounds of the Palazzo Medici in San Marco; Vasari asserts that “this 
magnificent citizen had it filled with ancient and good sculptures, so much so that the loggia, the walkways, and all 
of the apartments were adorned with good ancient marble sculptures and paintings, and similar objects created by 
the best masters that ever lived in Italy and from foreign lands” (translation is my own). For a thorough analysis 
regarding the existence of the garden, see Caroline Elam, “Lorenzo de' Medici's Sculpture Garden,” Mitteilungen 
des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 36 (1992): 41-84. While scholars continue to debate the veracity of 
Lorenzo having situated Bertoldo within the Medici household as permanent guest, as well as the existence of 
Lorenzo’s famed sculpture garden and the claim the Lorenzo placed Bertoldo in charge of this garden, Elam 
convincingly argues that the garden did, in fact, exist.  
52 The carnelian centaur cameo once formed part of the Hemsterhuis Collection, The Royal Cabinet, The Hague. 
However, in 2013, the Royal Cabinet was dismantled due to lack of funding and the collection itself was dispersed. 
The cameo is currently in the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden (Royal Museum of Antiquities), Leiden. 
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commissioned at the request of Lorenzo de’ Medici: Jitta, and more recently, Ben van den 
Bercken, of the Rijksmuseum in Leiden, attribute the carnelian centaur cameo to Giovanni delle 
Opere (1470-1516), better known as Giovanni “delle Corniole” (“of the carnelian”).53  
According to Vasari, Giovanni was a fifteenth-century master gem engraver from Pisa 
renowned for his proficiency in cutting carnelian stones, thus garnering him the nickname “delle 
Corniole.”54 Giovanni, who is documented as active in Florence in 1498, is thought to have 
trained in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s unofficial “court.”55 Although only one carnelian gem is 
securely attributed to Giovanni – the cameo bearing the portrait of Girolamo Savonarola in the 
Palazzo Pitti – the probability that he executed the carnelian centaur is high considering the 
sophistication of the carving, Giovanni’s favorable status during this period, and his access to the 
Medici collection.56 Giovanni most likely carved the stone prior to Lorenzo’s death in 1492, 
while he was in his early twenties. The activity surrounding the Roman cameo conveys the high 




 The replication of the ancient cameo reinforces the theory that the Roman sardonyx 
centaur was extremely valuable and highly desired, probably due to its meaning here not as a 
creature of battle but as a jovial devotee of Dionysus – god of wine, revelry, and divine 
inspiration. The centaur gem, for the Renaissance patron, i.e. Pope Paul II and Lorenzo de’ 
																																								 																				
53 Annie N. Zadoks-Josephus Jitta, La collection Hemsterhuis au Cabinet royal des medailles a La Haye (The 
Hague: Ministerie van Onderwijs, Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 1952), 10; no. 9. Ben van den Bercken, Pracht en 
precisie: kleine meesterwerken in steen (Leiden: Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, 2015), 68; no. 17. 
54 Vasari, ed. Milanesi, 5:368-69. 
55 Ornella Casazza, “Cameos and Intaglios: from Cosimo the Elder to the Electress Palatine,” in Museo degli 
Argenti: Collections and Collectors, ed. Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza. (Florence: Giunti Editore, 2004), 19. 
56 Martha McCrory, “Cameos and Intaglios,” Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies 25:2 (2000): 58. 
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Medici, was a prized acquisition, a treasure referencing the pagan past of ancient Rome, which 
acted as a symbol of humanist studies in the Renaissance. The examples discussed in this 
chapter, which date approximately between 1450 and the 1490s, demonstrate the Roman centaur 
cameo’s appeal to both patrons and artists, and the eagerness to replicate and disseminate this 
mythologically inspired image. Although the works mentioned in this chapter only represent 
sculptural examples directly based on the gem, it is clear that centaurs in the paintings of 
Botticelli, Piero di Cosimo, and others, which will be discussed in chapter six, were also inspired 
by the centaur figure in the Roman cameo. The cameo centaur’s character, that of a 
Dionysiac/Bacchic follower, and its meaning and popularity in Italian Renaissance art will be 







Centaurs in Bacchic Triumphal Imagery 
 
 
The mid-to-late Quattrocento witnessed an increase in images featuring Bacchic 
processions, a trend that lasted well into the mid-Cinquecento. Classical literary sources typically 
describe Bacchus’ chariot as being led by either panthers or lions; however, several extant 
Roman sarcophagi illustrate a triumphal procession led by a pair of centaurs. The centaurs in 
Bacchic processions are typically portrayed playing musical instruments, such as lyres or drums, 
and they sometimes carry Dionysiac attributes like the thyrsus. This chapter will focus on 
specific Roman sarcophagi, as well as a funerary cippus, that featured Bacchic centaurs and were 
available to Renaissance artists; these models influenced numerous artworks executed between 
approximately 1450 and 1580.  
Bacchic imagery was prolific during the late Quattrocento and this chapter will 
demonstrate that there were three reasons why Bacchic myths were so popular: the Neoplatonic 
references to Bacchus’s altered state during intoxication, the marital/sexual references of 
Bacchus conquering the heart of Ariadne, and Bacchus’ triumph as conqueror of India.  A 
number of extant works confirm that at least four Roman sarcophagi and one funerary cippus 
depicting Bacchic centaurs were available to artists as early as the Quattrocento: the Marriage 
Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne (fig. 4.1), located in the Wolfson Galleries of the British 
Museum; the Indian Triumph of Bacchus (fig. 4.2), situated in Woburn Abbey; the Indian 
Triumph of Bacchus in the Villa Ada, Rome (fig. 4.3); the Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius 
Larcius Sabinus featuring a Bacchic Thiasos (fig. 3.11), at the Camposanto, Pisa, previously 
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mentioned in chapter three; and the funerary cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia 
(fig. 4.4), in the Louvre Museum, Paris.1  
The importance of these sarcophagi is that they were tangible ancient sources able to 
provide Renaissance artists with centaur imagery other than the more traditional combative 
scenes featured in the centauromachy or the wise narratives of Chiron. Bacchic centaurs reveal 
the playful and musical aspect of the creatures’ characters, which confirms that Renaissance 
audiences were interested in centaur images beyond those of battle or sedate education. 
However, it is also worth noting that in ancient Rome, centaurs were thought of as “guardians of 
the underworld, and believed to bring the deceased to the afterlife, or the heavens”; therefore, 
their presence on sarcophagi reliefs was complex.2 Dionysiac imagery on sarcophagi referenced 
a desire to embrace life and enjoy every precious moment since death is inevitable.3 The Bacchic 
centaur imagery discussed in this chapter will demonstrate that these creatures were most 
popular from the mid-Quattrocento to the mid-Cinquecento and that artists borrowed and 
reimagined this particular centaur-type in order to capture the free-spirited and exuberant nature 
of these beasts. 
 
The Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne  
The musical centaurs depicted in the Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne (fig. 
4.1) should be considered the most significant example of the Bacchic centaur motif for 
Renaissance artists; a substantial number of works – drawings, engravings, sculpture, and 
																																								 																				
1 Kathleen Wren Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 384-85. The Funerary Cippus of Amemptus formed part of the della Valle 
antiquities collection in Rome and was displayed, along with other cippi, at the Palazzo di Giove during the 
Quattrocento and Cinquecento. 
2 María Isabel Rodríguez López and Claudina Romero Mayorga. “Centaurs-Musicians in Classical Iconography.” 
Greek and Roman Musical Studies 6 (2018): 42. 
3 Paul Zanker, Roman Art, trans. Henry Heitmann-Gordon (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2010), 158. 
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paintings – are based on this relief, yet many of these early copies present different figures. 
According to Bober and Rubenstein, the Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne, which 
dates to the mid-second century, was probably situated within Santa Maria Maggiore, in Rome, 
by 1420 until perhaps, 1585 when it was most likely relocated to the garden of the Villa 
Montalto.4 If Bober and Rubenstein are correct in their assessment, several generations of 
Renaissance artists had full access to study and sketch the relief. Bober and Rubenstein assert 
that the “sarcophagus was a major attraction for artists visiting Rome who drew single figures or 
groups from its long, low front and ends for the better part of two centuries”; this explains the 
vast number of images – both exact copies and variations on the relief – executed between 1450 
and approximately 1548, by artists traveling from Fiesole, Florence, Rome, Bologna, Ferrara, 
and Vicenza.5  
The relief itself presents a crowded composition, yet one that is fluid and appears like a 
choreographed parade of figures in motion. Moving from left to right, the relief can be divided 
into six figural groups beginning with a satyr. The satyr is shown with human legs as opposed to 
goat legs and feet, which was common in Greco-Roman art; John Boardman describes the 
ancient Greek satyr as “little more than an abbreviated centaur with a shaggy head, horse’s ears 
and tail, and two human or horse’s legs” while Lynn Frier Kaufmann notes that ancient artists 
used varying forms to describe satyrs: “satyrs and Silenus, Pan and fauns are names used to 
denote creatures who might have a human upper body joined to the legs and hooves of a goat, 
with a head crowned by little pointed ears and horns or they may posses a fully human body with 
only a horse’s tail and ears to show that they are beasts.”6 Although the goat-legged satyr grew in 
																																								 																				
4 Bober and Rubenstein, 128-30; no. 83. 
5 Ibid., 128. 
6 John Boardman, Greek Art, 4th ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1996), 113. Satyrs were depicted with human 
legs from the Archaic period through the Hellenistic period, as is evident in statuary and pottery. Kaufmann, 1.  
	
110	
popularity during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, it continued to exist alongside the human-
footed type; Renaissance artists typically illustrated satyrs with goat legs and often confused 
satyrs with pans.7  
The satyr, at the far left, holds a large, round vessel in his left hand and before him is the 
wedding chariot bearing the lounging couple, Ariadne and Bacchus. Bacchus’ right arm is 
draped over Ariadne while he pours wine from his cup into the satyr’s bowl. The chariot is 
pulled forward by two centaurs: the centaur in the foreground is shown with head bent and intent 
on strumming his lyre; standing precariously on his rump is a cupid that points the way forward 
as it looks back toward Bacchus and touches the god’s shoulder. The other centaur, with puffed-
up cheeks from blowing into double-pipes, trots purposefully forward. Executed in flat relief 
behind the centaurs is a “woman with a liknon (winnowing basket) on her head.”8  
The second group features a dancing Pan followed by three choreographed figures: a 
satyr holding a wine sack, a dancing maenad with a swirling and billowing chiton, and another 
satyr shown frontally, which appears to be a restoration (the original figure was seen from the 
back); each figure mimics the other’s stance of right-leg-forward and left-leg-back. The third 
group presents Silenus, who, in his drunken stupor, wobbles precariously atop a donkey. Two 
satyrs (one is a restoration) flank Silenus, attempting to aid him in his inebriated state. Situated 
between Silenus, the satyr helping him, and the restored satyr is a flat-relief image of a maenad 
with her head and hands thrown back in ecstatic dance. The fourth group features a nude maenad 
draped in a billowing veil, holding a cymbal above her head as she, too, dances; she is the only 
figure in the composition to extend beyond the confines of the relief, as seen by her dangling toes 
																																								 																				
7 Kaufmann, 1. 
8 Bober and Rubenstein, 128. 
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at the edge of the stone. Meanwhile, an ithyphallic satyr suggestively stands in profile facing the 
maenad.  
The fifth group shows a woman in the background with a covered head and clothing 
draped across her shoulders; below her is a child (this figure is part of the restoration) and next to 
them is a satyr with a child straddling his shoulders. The dwarf elephant below the group is an 
unusually imagined restoration that most likely represented a panther prior to damage. The sixth 
and final group on the front relief is comprised of two satyrs and is most likely a restoration; 
these figures, along with the elephant and the central satyr mentioned earlier, were absent from 
early Renaissance illustrations. In fact, the earliest almost exact replica of much of the relief, 
which illustrates selected elements of the sculpture in its original state, is the fireplace relief in 
the Palazzo Ducale (fig. 4.5), in Urbino, attributed to Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole (1418-
1458).9  
Michele, known as “il Greco” due to his interest in recreating ancient artworks, executed 
the Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne relief for the fireplace in the Sala di Ercole e 
Iole.  Michele’s relief is one of the most direct references to the Marriage Procession 
sarcophagus and, to my knowledge, the only reference executed in sculpture. Commissioned by 
Count Federigo da Montefeltro (1422-1482) for his palace apartment, the fireplace sculptures – 
executed during the 1450s – center on the mythological story of Hercules and Iole, whose 
sculptural figures grace the sides of the fireplace. The Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne is carved 
into the bottom frieze and the top frieze features winged putti holding up voluminous garlands.  
The Bacchic relief bears a close resemblance to the narrative portrayed in the Roman 
sarcophagus (fig. 4.6); however, the spacing is different in Michele’s frieze: the flattened 
																																								 																				




sculptural figures in the background of the sarcophagus relief are absent here, along with the 
satyr, to the far right, holding the wine cup and the soberly dressed female figure in the fifth 
group. The space has opened up and the figural groups in the fireplace relief are separated. 
Michele’s relief is not of exceptional quality; the figures are shortened, stumpy, and almost 
crudely rendered, as is evident in the anatomically incorrect design of the drunken Silenus and 
the group of satyrs. Nevertheless, the iconographic meaning of the relief is more important here 
than the stylistic and technical execution of the work. The Bacchic theme is included within the 
Sala di Ercole e Iole for its marital and sexual connotations, especially considering the myth of 
Hercules and Iole, in which the latter was captured by Hercules and forced to be his concubine 
while Hercules was married to Deianira. The rooms comprising the Appartamento della Iole 
were the only rooms utilized by Federigo’s beloved wife Battista Sforza (1446-1472) until her 
death, due to childbirth complications, in 1472.  The inclusion of the Bacchus and Ariadne 
wedding triumph within Sala di Ercole e Iole clearly references the marriage of Federigo and 
Battista; like the nuptial imagery in other palazzi décor, this relief hints at marital duties and 
pleasures of the flesh – one could also say that Federigo has conquered the spiritual and material 
in his acquiring of Battista’s love and her body.  
That this particular myth was chosen attests not only to the popularity of Bacchus during 
the Quattrocento, but the excitement of reconstructing this intact and superior ancient artifact. As 
noted in Bober and Rubenstein, Michele’s sculptural frieze appears to be the first known imagery 
based on the sarcophagus’ frontal relief.10  The ancient gods were a capricious sort whose 
emotions and actions were erratic; the allure of Bacchus for Renaissance patrons and artists alike 
																																								 																				
10 Bober and Rubenstein, 129-31, provide a list of representations based on the entire frontal relief, as well as the 
sides and each of the figural groupings. The earliest works based on scenes within the sarcophagus are dated to the 
1420-30s: Dancers with Pan (Central Italian; Paris, Louvre no. 5611 recto and verso); Satyr with Child on its 
Shoulders (Central Italian; Paris, Louvre, R.F.38); Drunken Pan Carried by Amoretti and a Satyr ((Central Italian; 
Paris, Louvre no. 5611); and The Flagellation of Pan ((Central Italian; Paris, Louvre no. 5611v). 
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is easy to comprehend. Bacchus, like the centaur, exhibited a multivalent personality; in one 
instant Bacchus might present himself as beneficent and joyful, yet in the next moment the god 
could transform himself into a state of complete inebriation, causing destruction and inciting 
madness and violence in those around him.  
Renaissance illustrations of Bacchic processions typically featured the god of wine and 
revelry seated in his chariot and accompanied by his entourage of fantastic beasts. Occasionally, 
Bacchus’ consort, Ariadne, was seated next to the god. However, although Bacchus’ retinue of 
maenads or the “raving ones” – female followers of Bacchus that would be driven to a frenzy of 
dancing and intoxication during bacchanals – were nearly inseparable from the god in classical 
depictions of Bacchic processions, they are nearly absent from Renaissance imagery.11 The Sala 
di Ercole e Iole fireplace relief is one of few exceptions. When maenads were included in 
Renaissance images, their frenzied dancing and gestures became subdued; instead we see lyrical 
movements, billowing veils and dresses, and what translates to a poetic dance. 
Most Renaissance artists chose to obscure Bacchus’ more maniacal ancient traits that 
centered on madness and destruction; instead, they focused on Bacchus’ favorable and more 
mischievous characteristics of the pleasure-seeking, intoxicated, and lustful god, as well as 
conqueror, religious figure, and inspirational leader. The imagery was fitting for the merriment 
of palazzi and villa décor that welcomed the fanciful and, at times, lascivious images inspiring 
love, pleasure, and feasting. This merriment often spilled over into outdoor festivities where 
citizens of all classes could partake of the amusement. Pagan beasts of lust and revelry prompted 
audiences to fashion mythologically inspired costumes worn in festivals and pageants; for 
example, Alison Wright notes that centaur and satyr costumes were used as a popular means of 
																																								 																				
11 Malcolm Bull, The Mirror of the Gods: How Renaissance Artists Rediscovered the Pagan Gods (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 227. Bull argues that maenads are purposely excluded from Renaissance imagery, 
as the maenads themselves suggest “Bacchus’ strong association with feminine spirituality and power.” 
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celebration for occasions such as the Florentine feast of Saint John the Baptist.12 The 
appropriation of mythological figural costumes for use in festivals is mentioned in Pietro 
Cennini’s description of the feast of Saint John the Baptist that occurred in 1475: “That good 
Florentine, he [Pietro] describes with satisfaction the ‘ludi sacri’ as he calls them, the scenes 
represented on the occasion of the patronal festivals, as well as the fake giants, the fauns, the 
centaurs, the angels, the spirits or boys who walked on stilts.”13 Warburg, too, writes that “the 
figures of ancient myth appeared before Italian society not as plaster casts but in person, as 
figures full of life and color, in the festival pageants through which pagan joie de vivre had kept 
its foothold in popular culture.”14  
Warburg, stressing his point, references an engraving featuring a triumphal procession of 
Bacchus and Ariadne with their retinue of Bacchantes; he explains that the image of Bacchus 
here was “as Florence actually saw him, enthroned on his chariot in the festive pageant for which 
Lorenzo de’ Medici himself wrote the accompanying triumphal song.”15 The image that Warburg 
cites as his example is the engraving (fig. 4.7) attributed to Baccio Baldini (1436-1487); although 
the original drawing itself has been linked to Botticelli or one of his followers, this is among the 
earliest extant prints based on the sarcophagus relief The Marriage Procession of Bacchus and 
Ariadne.16 
Compared to the relief, Baldini’s engraving is a loosely based interpretation that has been 
fancifully reinvented; moreover, the engraving omits the expansive list of characters present in 
																																								 																				
12 Patricia Lee Rubin and Alison Wright, Renaissance Florence: The Art of the 1470s (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1999), 284. 
13 Girolamo Mancini, “Il bel S. Giovanni e le feste patronali di Firenze descritte nel 1475 da Piero Cennini,” Rivista 
d'arte 6 (1909): 200; “Da buon fiorentino descrive con soddisfazione i ’ludi sacri’ com'egli denomina, le scene 
rappresentate nell' occasione delle feste patronali, non che i finti giganti, i fauni, i centauri, gli angioli, gli spiritelli o 
ragazzi che camminavano sui trampoli.” Translation is my own.  
14 Aby Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural History of the European 
Renaissance, trans. David Britt (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 1999), 161. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. Warburg argues that the engraving was based on a Botticelli drawing. 
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the sarcophagus, while adding several maenads. Baldini’s composition, which is divided into two 
separate halves, presents subject matter that is lively, full of frivolity and revelry. Set beneath a 
canopy of grape vines – a clear reference to the god of wine – that encase the entire narrative, the 
scene begins at the right where Bacchus and Ariadne are seated within an unusual chariot 
constructed of the very same grape vines. Intoxicated on vino et amor, the vine-god hangs limply 
against the supportive shoulder of his consort. At their feet, three mischievous satyrs clutch at the 
vines above and below them, as they struggle to remain on the chariot. Comparing the relief and 
the engraving, it is clear that the Bacchus and Ariadne figural group and their position within the 
chariot are similar in both works, where Bacchus is languid and slouching – an effect of his 
inebriated condition – and he uses Ariadne to prop himself up. However, in the engraving, the 
chariot itself has been altered into a romantic, woodland, vine-like version of its former self: the 
seat and its back support are fashioned out of sturdy wooden vines, while the tendrils and leaves 
of the plant keep the structure fastened together and only the modern wheels seem out of place in 
this otherworldly invention.  
Two centaurs, wreathed in garlands and vines, pull the carriage forward; the centaur in 
the foreground concentrates on playing the lyre, while the centaur on the opposite side blows 
forcefully into his double-pipes. The musically inclined creatures focus intently on their 
instruments as they lead Bacchus’ chariot to some unknown destination. Compared to the 
sarcophagus relief, the physical stance and actions of the creatures in both scenes are identical 
but shown in reverse; furthermore, the cupid is absent in the engraving. Baldini’s centaurs are 
decorated with garlands of grape leaves around their heads and around their waists, and sturdy 
woody-vines form a chariot hitch to which the centaurs are fastened. They appear more as 
woodland creatures than the ferocious beasts that roam the mountains of Pelion. 
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The other half of the composition shows the continuation of the narrative. Silenus, 
playing the double-flute, marches ahead of the centaurs; he, along with a group of dancing 
maenads – some clashing their cymbals while others hold up sacrificial animals – announce the 
approach of Bacchus and Ariadne. As mentioned earlier, few Renaissance images featured the 
maniacal and frenzied dance of the maenads, but this engraving – more so than Sala di Ercole e 
Iole fireplace relief – depicts the maenads in a style more paradigmatic of ancient art. The 
narrative emphasizes the ecstatic dance and frenzied ritual of the Bacchantes as they celebrate 
their god; this is exemplified in the two maenads at the far left, who are both shown either 
carrying, or violently shaking, live animals above their heads. This is a clear reference to the 
infamous act of maenads tearing apart living creatures, a result of their wine-induced madness. 
Baldini’s engraving reveals the imaginative license of the artist. While it is clear the work is 
modeled on the sarcophagus relief, the artist has invented an otherworldly image, which takes it 
cue from Alberti’s encouraging thesis pushing artists to be inventive with their designs.17 
Following Baldini’s engraving, a number of works based on this Roman sarcophagus 
emerged over the next century. Most were drawings or engravings, but there are two examples in 
fresco executed during the first half of the sixteenth century: Marcello Fogolino’s (active 1510-
1548) fresco frieze detailing a Bacchic procession (figs. 4.8-4.11), currently in the Ca d’Oro, in 
Venice; and Luzio Luzi’s (active late 1530s) fresco The Triumph of Ariadne (fig. 4.12) in the 
Sala dell’Adriano, Castel Sant’Angelo, Rome.18 Fogolino’s frieze presents a series of Bacchic 
processions based on the Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne sarcophagus. The 
																																								 																				
17 Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, trans. Cecil Grayson (London: Penguin, 2004), book 3:53. 
18 Gunter Schweikhart, “Antikenkopie und -verwandlung im Fries des Marcello Fogolino aus der Villa Trissino- 
Muttoni (Ca' Impenta) bei Vicenza. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Villendekoration des  
frühen 16. Jahrhunderts im Veneto,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 20:3 (1976): 351. The 
frescoes were originally situated in the Villa Trissino-Mutoni (Ca’ Impenta), in Vicenza; they were subsequently 
removed in 1909 and relocated to the Ca d’Oro in Venice. 
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processional groups flank medallions of the Charities; the fresco also features an extensive cast 
of characters including composite creatures and marine creatures, like sirens, tritons, mermaids, 
and mermen, which – as Luchs notes – were prevalent in Venetian art and architecture.19 Musical 
centaurs appear throughout the fresco adding a jovial element to the parade of figures.  
Luzi’s The Triumph of Ariadne emphasizes the chariot group; however, he omits Bacchus 
and includes only Ariadne in the carriage. Once again, two musical centaurs are shown on the 
left drawing the chariot, while three mischievous Pans follow behind; one Pan feeds wine to the 
drunken Silenus who reclines on the ground in a stupor. Both Fogolino’s and Luzi’s frescoes 
provide audiences with notable elements based on the original sarcophagus; these playful scenes 
probably added to the leisurely atmosphere of the rooms themselves. Musical centaurs could 
have been chosen over panthers and other exotic creatures due to their pleasurable connotations. 
While several other works were loosely based interpretations of the sarcophagus, two 
works provide us with exact imagery: Jacopo Ripanda’s (active 1500-1516) drawing dating to 
the first decade of the sixteenth century (fig. 4.13) and Battista Franco’s (1510-1561) engraving 
executed approximately 1549 (fig. 4.14). Ripanda limits his focus to the chariot/centaur group; 
nevertheless, this is an exact replica of the relief. Ripanda also includes the satyr figure, to the far 
right, holding the wine cup, which is absent in most other works. The drawing is finely detailed, 
so much so that the viewer can perceive the more minute details not clearly visible on the relief 
due to age and erosion; furthermore, Ripanda includes in his drawing features that might have 
originally appeared on the relief, such as the central maenad holding a cymbal (the maenad’s arm 
has been destroyed in the relief).  The vessels that Bacchus and the satyr hold are fully 
recognizable now, as is the fluttering banner flying just above the cupid’s head, as well as the 
liknon positioned on the head of the woman in the background who is hidden by the centaurs; the 
																																								 																				
19 Luchs, The Mermaids of Venice, 183. 
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fruits – most likely figs – within the liknon are brimming over the basket. Ripanda’s drawing 
forms part of a sketchbook of drawings executed between c. 1500 and1510 and assembled by 
one of his followers; the sketchbook contains a treasure-trove of images documenting ancient 
Roman objects, such as “sarcophagi, historical reliefs, urns, altars, capitols, and trophies.”20 
Ripanda’s Bacchic procession emphasizes the theme of Bacchic pleasure, leisure, sexuality, and 
music with the calm, affable actions of the musical centaurs. 
Franco’s engraving, executed approximately thirty years after Ripanda’s drawing, 
replicates the entire narrative, albeit in reverse and divided into two tiers. Franco includes all 
figures from the sarcophagus relief and he executes them in full detail; however, the three satyrs 
that are restorations are not included, which suggests that the restorations had not occurred when 
Franco executed his engraving. Franco also includes the right side-panel relief, which features a 
Pan carrying on his shoulders the drunken Silenus.  
For scholars, the importance of both works lies in their inclusion of the original figures, 
prior to damage and restoration. Yet, for this dissertation, the relief’s value as a means of 
providing Renaissance artists with a physical image of Bacchic centaurs is crucial. The 
Quattrocento was not yet privy to ancient paintings and frescoes detailing images of various 
types of centaurs; therefore, sarcophagi reliefs were essential to providing artists and patrons 
with various figural positions and narratives to study and copy. Cinquecento artists Amico 
Aspertini, Girolamo da Carpi, and Pirro Ligorio (1510-1583) also provided finely detailed and 
inventive adaptations of the Marriage Procession sarcophagus.21 All three artists were known for 
their extensive studies and drawings of ancient artifacts. Consequently, all of the prints 
																																								 																				
20 William M. Calder III, Encyclopedia of the History of Classical Archaeology, ed. Nancy Thomson de Grummond 
(New York: Routledge, 1996), 961. 
21 For Amico Aspertini’s Bacchic centaur images see appendix nos. 142 and 224; Girolamo da Carpi see appendix 
nos. 199, 201 and 202; and Pirro Ligorio see appendix no. 204. 
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mentioned demonstrate the vast importance of the Marriage Procession sarcophagus as an 
instrument of education and as another example of a model of hybrid beasts for artists to 
replicate.  
 
The Triumph of Bacchus over the Indians 
Images of the Triumph of Bacchus over the Indians were, indeed, powerful political 
statements alluding to the seizure and conquering of a nation, as well as Bacchus’ prowess and 
fearlessness as a powerful ruler. Two extant sarcophagi featuring Bacchus’ triumph are known to 
have been available to Renaissance audiences during the first half of the sixteenth century: the 
one in Woburn Abbey (fig. 4.2) and a lesser-known sarcophagus once known to be in the Villa 
Ada, Rome (fig. 4.3).22 The Woburn Abbey sarcophagus dates to c. 210-220. The relief exhibits 
the horror vacui typical of later Roman art with a crowded composition, where every inch of 
space is utilized for figures of varying sizes, mythological beasts, and all manner of exotic 
creatures. Two registers exist here: the top register, from left to right, features a woman holding a 
staff and dressed in billowing garments, next is Bacchus standing in his chariot pulled by 
panthers; Bacchus is flanked to the left by a male figure holding a cup and to the right, a winged 
Victory places a garland on the god’s head. Next to the winged Victory, another Victory blows 
into a horn; just beneath the two figures is a female figure holding something; a satyr stands in 
the center and is preceded by two bound prisoners astride an elephant. A chariot, led by a 
musical centaur, bears the hero Hercules, who is identified by his attributes, the club and lion 
skin. The centaur, with its wild, shaggy hair, strums a lyre while turning back towards the 
																																								 																				
22 The current location of this sarcophagus is uncertain. While there is some information in the Warburg Institute 
website database, this vessel is neither included in Bober and Rubenstein’s book nor in the Census of Antique 
Works of Art and Architecture known in the Renaissance database, which is frustrating and inconclusive since the 
Warburg website directs the viewer to the Census database for further information.  
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entourage. Just above the centaur is a figure that could be a Pan or perhaps Silenus, followed by 
another Victory. Several other unidentifiable figures are peppered throughout the background 
and the lower register is filled with smaller figures, as well as goats, lions, and other creatures. 
The earliest drawing (fig. 4.15) based on the Woburn sarcophagus is attributed to Sienese 
artist Neroccio di Bartolomeo de' Landi (1447–1500); it includes the chariot group on the top 
register, while the lower register, to the left, shows the bound prisoners atop the elephant and the 
lower register to the right illustrates a light sketch of a centaur abducting a nymph, which is not 
part of the Woburn sarcophagus narrative.23 While Neroccio’s drawing does not include the 
centaur imagery from the sarcophagus, it remains an important document because, as Bober and 
Rubenstein claim, it demonstrates that this sarcophagus was “exposed in some public location in 
the Quattrocento.”24 Galeazzo Mondella (1467-1528), known as Moderno, executed a drawing 
(fig. 4.16), dating to approximately 1500, which borrows motifs from both the Wolfson and the 
Woburn sarcophagi. All of the figures, except for the centaur, illustrated in this drawing are 
modeled on the Marriage Procession relief (fig. 4.1) discussed earlier; the centaur figure, with 
his head turned back towards the chariot, is a direct copy of the centaur figure in the Indian 
Triumph relief. However, Moderno also includes the motif of the cupid astride the centaur. 
A drawing by Aspertini (fig. 4.17) captures the crowded space of the narrative; the 
drawing lacks the defined details displayed in Neroccio’s work, yet Aspertini attempts to include 
most of the figures found in the Woburn relief. The most vivid and finely detailed attempt to 
																																								 																				
23 This drawing is located at the Louvre Museum (RF 459, recto). The first scholar to give authorship to Neroccio 
was Bernhard Degenhart, “Unbekannte Zeichnungen Francescos di Giorgio,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 8 
(1939): 142ff; fig. 59. Although the Louvre Museum attribution identifies this drawing as a “copy after Francesco di 
Giorgio,” Bober and Rubenstein, 125, maintain an attribution to Neroccio de’ Landi. See also Gustina Scaglia, 
"Autour de Francesco di Giorgio Martini, ingénieur et dessinateur," Revue de l'Art 48 (1980): 9-16. Scaglia argues 
that Guidoccio Cozzarelli executed this drawing based on Francesco di Giorgio’s lost drawing of the Woburn 
sarcophagus relief. Since Francesco di Giorgio, Cozzarelli, and Neroccio were all Sienese and contemporaries – 
Neroccio and Francesco shared a workshop during the late 1460s – it plausible that any of these artists could have 
executed this work. 
24 Bober and Rubenstein, 125. 
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capture the relief imagery is a drawing (fig. 4.18) attributed to the studio of Giulio Romano 
(1499-1546). The drawing reveals a near-exact replica of the sarcophagus relief featuring every 
figure from the top tier to the lower register reserved for diminutive figures and exotic animals. 
Unlike Aspertini’s and Neroccio’s drawings, this image captures the horror vacui of the relief 
through its dense composition and its inclusion of numerous figures. Nevertheless, all three 
drawings illustrate a victorious scene where once again the element of music is present. To the 
far right, a musical centaur with a lyre leads the celebration and next to him a female, probably a 
maenad, claps a cymbal; in the center of the composition towards the left, a Victory blows a 
double-horn. And the triumphal procession continues. 
Little information exists on the Villa Ada sarcophagus (fig. 4.3); yet, there are extant 
drawings dating as early as the second half of the Quattrocento corroborating the availability of 
this vessel during the early Renaissance. The relief features Ariadne’s chariot group, which 
begins to the left but this time the chariot is pulled by panthers. Bearing some resemblance to the 
imagery of the Woburn sarcophagus, the Villa Ada relief presents the centaur to the far right, 
pulling a chariot commanded by Bacchus; standing alongside the centaur is a Victory blowing 
what appears to be a double-horn. Girolamo da Carpi’s drawing (fig. 4.19) captures Bacchus’ 
chariot group and illustrates the centaur turning toward Bacchus and other figures. Girolamo’s 
selection of figures attests to the popularity of Bacchus as hero and conqueror; the god’s 
entourage alludes to his importance. 
 
Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus featuring Bacchic Thiasos 
Although Bober and Rubenstein omitted this ancient vessel from their encyclopedic 
work, the Camposanto sarcophagus (fig. 3.11) was indisputably available to Renaissance artists. 
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As noted in chapter two, it is evident that the clypeus and vegetal stem base-motif present in 
Donatello’s bronze pulpits is modeled on the example in this sarcophagus.25 Moreover, 
according to Luchs, the relief on the right side of the Camposanto sarcophagus, which features 
two dancing maenads, was directly sourced by Botticelli, who modeled the central figure of the 
three Graces in his Primavera on the maenad holding up a cymbal, to the right on the 
sarcophagus relief.26  
 Unfortunately, only one drawing (fig. 4.20) that illustrates figural elements from this 
relief survives and there is little to no information on the artist who executed the work. 
Hypotheses have been made regarding the artist and his training; the drawing has been attributed 
to the Roman school, yet an attribution has also been made to a Tuscan artist, since the vessel 
was then (and still is) located in the Camposanto, Pisa. The composition reveals that the artist’s 
primary focus was on the centaurs. The clypeus in the relief is now absent and only one Victory 
is included in the drawing. The emphasis is on the figures themselves and how they move within 
the narrative setting. The cupids, badly damaged and hardly visible in the relief, are reimagined 
in full detail in the drawing, where each cupid stands astride a centaur’s rump; this is a recurrent 
motif, as already witnessed in the Marriage Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne. Although difficult 
to detect, both centaurs draw chariots. These do not appear to be musical centaurs, as it appears 
the one on the right holds a broken long-necked wine vase, while it is unclear what the centaur to 
the left holds in his right hand. While the figural composition of the relief is not as congested or 
																																								 																				
25 While I argue that Donatello’s clypeus motif is directly borrowed from the Sabinus sarcophagus, I would like to 
note that several other sarcophagi in the Camposanto displayed clypeus motifs within their reliefs. Donatello, in his 
studies at the Camposanto, would have studied these sarcophagi as well. See Paolo Enrico Arias, Emilio Cristiani, 
and Emilio Gabba, Camposanto monumentale di Pisa: le antichità, vol. 1 (Pisa: Pacini, 1977), 41 for an in-depth 
description of these sarcophagi. 
26 Alison Luchs, “A Maenad from Pisa in the Primavera,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 
24:3 (1980): 369.   
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filled with as many characters as the aforementioned reliefs, the Camposanto sarcophagus played 
an important role in providing Renaissance artists with centaur models. 
 
The Funerary Cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia 
The most striking feature of this image (fig. 4.4) is one that is not easily discernible: the 
centaur on the right is female. The cippus features a rectangular plaque bearing the name of the 
deceased. Garlands and banderoles are suspended above and hang below the plaque; a male 
mask is positioned directly above the center of the plaque and just beneath it standing on the 
lower garland is an eagle with wings spread wide. Below the hanging garland there is a centaur, 
to the left, playing the lyre while a winged infant, who sits on the creature’s rump with his back 
towards the centaur, plays a flute. The centaur’s head is turned to face the infant, who also looks 
toward the creature. Across from them, a centauress, identified through her visible left breast and 
her long hair, looks ahead and plays the double pipes; another winged infant playing the syrinx 
sits upon the centauress’ back. Maxime Collignon identified the winged infant on the centaur as 
Eros and the one on the centauress as Psyche, although there are no attributes identifying them as 
these figures.27 Both the centaur and centauress are presented with their right forelegs bent 
upright in a somewhat high and awkward position; the creatures are separated by two objects on 
the ground before them, an overturned horn and a vase turned on its side.  
Bober and Rubenstein note the history of the cippus as having been available in Rome as 
early as the 1480s when it was initially recorded by Fra Giocondo in the house of Bernardo de’ 
Franceschi; by the beginning of the 16th century is was part of the della Valle collection, where it 
																																								 																				




was located in the house of Bruto della Valle by the mid-16th century.28 Bober and Rubenstein 
list eight works inspired by the cippus imagery, two of which are Filippino Lippi’s fresco the 
Resurrection of Drusiana (fig. 4.21), which includes a fictive altar with the cippus (fig. 4.22), in 
Santa Maria Novella, Florence and Enea Vico’s frontispiece (fig. 4.23) for Le imagine delle 
donne auguste I. Lippi’s reference to the cippus, while a faithful rendition, becomes lost in the 
greater details of the fresco; nevertheless, its inclusion demonstrates Lippi’s affinity for ancient 
sources and his first-hand knowledge of this particular object. Meanwhile, Vico’s frontispiece is 
an exact replica of the cippus, although the centaurs and winged infants are shown in reverse. 
The cippus imagery provided another motif of Dionysiac centaurs without the addition of 
Dionysus and his retinue. Furthermore, the centaur and centauress feature the popular motif of 
carrying an infant on their backs. This motif does occur in the Marriage Procession of Bacchus 
and Ariadne sarcophagus; however, a little winged putto replaces the infant and he is standing, 
not sitting on the centaur. Still, these ancient objects provided artists with a variety of poses and 
details that allowed for the representation of jovial, musical, frolicking centaurs, which was an 
alternative to the brawling creatures depicted in ancient battle scenes. 
  
Centaurs as Bacchic Followers and a Neoplatonic Interpretation of Bacchic Imagery  
The popularity of centaurs in ancient Bacchic processional imagery is puzzling, since the 
only ancient author to mention centaurs in such processions was the 5th-century CE Greek poet 
Nonnus of Panopolis; in fact, the majority of classical sources describing Bacchic processions 
typically omit centaurs and instead identify panthers, lions, sileni, Pans, and Satiri.29 However, 
book four of Nonnus’ epic Dionysiaca tells the story of the “ox-horned” centaurs, originally of 
																																								 																				
28 Bober and Rubenstein, 131; Nethersole, 151; Christian, 383-88. 
29 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, book 4: 4.5.3; C. Valerius Catullus, Carmina, ed. Leonard C. Smithers, 251-
55; Accessed on March 5, 2018. http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:latinLit:phi0472.phi001.perseus-eng2:64 
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human form but cursed by Hera, that helped to rear and keep safe the babe Dionysus from the 
clutches of the goddess Hera: 
Another kind of the two-form Kentauroi (Centaurs) also appeared, the shaggy tribe of the 
horned Pheres (or beasts), to whom Hera had given a different sort of human shape with 
horns. These were the sons of the water Naiads in mortal body, whom men call Hyades, 
offspring of the river Lamos. They had played the nurses for the babe that Zeus had so 
happily brought forth, Bacchus, while he still had a breath of the sewn-up birth-pocket. 
They were the cherishing saviors of Dionysus when he was hidden from every eye, and 
then they had nothing strange in their shape… Hera, who turns her all-seeing eye to every 
place, saw from on high the ever-changing shape of Lyaios [Dionysos] and knew all. She 
procured from Thessalian Akhlys (Misery) treacherous flowers of the field, and shed a 
sleep of enchantment over their heads; she distilled poisoned drugs over their hair, she 
smeared a subtle magical ointment over their faces, and changed their earlier human 
shape. Then they took the form of a creature with long ears and a horse's tail sticking out 
straight from the loins and flogging the flanks of its shaggy-crested owner; from the 
temples cow's horns sprouted out, their eyes widened under the horned forehead, the hair 
ran across their heads in tufts, long white teeth grew out of their jaws, a strange kind of 
mane grew of itself, covering their necks with rough hair, and ran down from the loins to 
feet underneath.30 
 
Book nine explains how under the tutelage of the mother-goddess Rhea, the young 
Bacchus not only learned how to drive a chariot, but the fearless child would subdue ferocious 
lions, and he developed a taste for the frenzied movements and ecstatic dancing of the 
Korybantes; these theatrical dances most likely fueled Bacchus’ desire to surround himself with 
the unbridled maenads, whose powerful and frenzied ritualistic movements could incite all in 
their path to madness and utter destruction:  
Indeed she [Hera] would have destroyed the son of Zeus; but Hermes caught him up and 
carried him to the wooded ridge where Cybele dwelt. Hermes passed over the mountain 
tract with quicker step then hers, carrying the horned child folded in his arms, and gave it 
to Rhea, nurse of lions, mother of Father Zeus, and said these few words to the goddess 
mother of the greatest: ‘Receive, goddess, a new son of your Zeus! He is to fight with the 
Indians, and when he has done with earth he will come into the starry sky, to the great joy 
of resentful Hera! Indeed it is not proper that Ino should be nurse to one whom Zeus 
brought forth. Let the mother of Zeus be nanny to Dionysos – mother of Zeus and nurse 
of her grandson!’ The goddess took care of him; and while he was yet a boy, she set him 
to drive a car drawn by ravening lions. Within that god-welcoming courtyard, the tripping 
Korybantes would surround Dionysos with their child-cherishing dance, and clash their 
																																								 																				
30 Nonnus, Dionysiaca, book 14:143-85. 
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swords, and strike their shields with resounding steel in alternate movements, to conceal 
the growing boyhood of Dionysos; and as the boy listened to the fostering noise of the 
shields he grew up under the care of the Korybantes like his father. At nine years old the 
youngster went a-hunting his game to the kill…he would hold lightly aloft stretched on 
his shoulders a bold fell-striped tiger unshackled, and brought in hand to show Rheia the 
cubs he had torn newborn from the dam’s milky teats. He dragged horrible lions all alive, 
and clutching a couple of feet in each hand presented them to the Mother that she might 
yoke them to her car. Rheia looked on laughing with joy, and admired the manliness and 
doughty feats of young Dionysos; his father Cronus laughed when he saw with delighted 
eyes Iobacchos driving the grim lions. The time of boyhood just come, Euios 
[Bacchus]…drove lynxes to his stables in the Phrygian plain, and yoked speckled 
panthers to his cart as if to make it look the place where his father dwelt. Often he stood 
in the chariot of immortal Rheia, and held the flowing reins in his tender-skin hand, and 
checked the nimble team of galloping lions. Thus he grew up beside cliff-loving Rheia, 
yet a boy in healthy youth, mountain-bred. Circles of Pans among the rocks came about 
the dance-beating son of Thyone, skipping around the crags on shaggy-knee legs and 
crying “Euoi!” to Bacchus; and the goat-foot hooves rattled in their capers, as they went 
round and round in the dance.31 
 
Nonnus’ description of Bacchus’ upbringing foreshadows the company that Bacchus 
would keep in his later adventures, where his retinue typically included panthers (or lions) joined 
by musical satyrs and centaurs, maenads, dancing wood nymphs and, on some occasions, playful 
putti. For Renaissance audiences, the appealing nature of Bacchic imagery is due to several 
factors: the evolution of its characters from pagan to Christian; the acceptance of indulging in 
food, wine, and carnal pleasure; the more political theme of the ruler who can bring forth both 
destruction and peace; and, for Neoplatonists, the divine inspiration brought about through the 
over-consumption of wine. Bober claims that “for Renaissance rulers, appropriation of Bacchic 
imagery could also encompass Arcadian imagery of a revived Golden Age….  
Dionysus/Bacchus was a fitting model for any prince when the ancients painted him not only as a 
great conqueror but also as a benevolent pacifier and dispenser of justice.”32  
																																								 																				
31 Ibid., book 9:137-205. 
32 Phyllis Pray Bober, “Appropriation Contexts: Décor, Furor Bacchicus, Convivium,” in Antiquity and its 




The connection between the hybrid nature of centaurs and satyrs and the dual nature of 
Bacchus was appealing to both ancient authors and humanists. Bacchus’ dual personality was 
apparent to Diodorus Siculus, who claimed “certain writers say, however, that it was because 
men who become drunk get into two states, being either joyous or sullen, that the god has been 
called ‘two-formed’.”33 Marsilio Ficino, too, understood that the mind could exist in two states – 
sober or nourished by the fruit of the vine – and that the effects produced from wine 
consumption could be viewed as an elevated state of mind where divine inspiration occurred.  
Ficino neither advocated the extreme state of inebriation as displayed by the drunken, falling-
down state represented by figures of Silenus, nor the frenzied, violent actions exhibited by the 
centaurs in Bertoldo di Giovanni’s large relief of Ebrietas (fig. 3.6). As discussed in the previous 
chapter, Bertoldo’s centaurs form the entire cast of characters in Ebrietas; their frenzied acts of 
slaying the live creatures for food perhaps references the ecstatic behavior and wild events that 
occur during a Bacchanalia.  Although Parronchi asserts that Bertoldo’s relief “represents the 
abuse of eating and drinking, debauchery and riotous living,” this was a lifestyle that Ficino did 
not endorse.34  
With reference to Bacchic/Dionysiac inspiration, Ficino speaks directly to the “literary 
people, cultivators of the Muses… who can work with their intelligence much more and longer 
than with their body”; he asserts that they are “spiritual” and directly “infused with a great deal 
of Phoebus’ [Apollo’s] spirit.”35 He goes on to describe how the spiritual body is filled with both 
the light and “intuition of truth” of Apollo, as well as the heat and “ardent love of truth” of 
Bacchus; therefore, Bacchus’ gift of wine to men served to nourish the “spiritual body”: 
																																								 																				
33 Diodorus Siculus, book 4:4.5.3. 
34 Ibid., 124. 
35 Marsilio Ficino, Three Books on Life, ed. Carol V. Caske and John R. Clarke (Binghamton, NY: Medieval & 
Renaissance Texts & Studies, in conjunction with the Renaissance Society of America, 1989): book 3:24. 
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Phoebus and Bacchus are brothers and inseparable companions. Phoebus brings us…light 
and the lyre; just so, Bacchus brings us… wine and the odor of wine to renew the spirit, 
by the daily use of which the spirit finally becomes Pheobean and liberated… wine, the 
gift of Bacchus, begotten by the kindness of Apollo… Take wine in the same proportion 
as light – abundantly, so long as neither sweat nor dehydration, as I said, nor drunkenness 
occurs. But besides the substance of wine taken twice daily, absorb more frequently the 
odor, partly indeed by rinsing your mouth with wine, whenever you need to recreate your 
spirit, partly by washing your hands in it, partly by applying it to your nostrils and 
temples.36 
 
The educated Renaissance patron, who was well versed in humanist studies, understood Bacchic 
imagery and what the god, himself, represented in terms of enlightenment and pleasure. The 
imagery of Bacchic processions with musical centaurs, drunken sileni, and the cast of reveling 
figures speaks to what the Renaissance patron wanted. Moreover, artists sketching from the 




Why was the Bacchic theme so important during the Renaissance and what did musical 
centaurs represent to Renaissance audiences? Considering the popularity of battle imagery, 
which reflected the tumultuous circumstances during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the 
victorious and celebratory imagery of Bacchic triumphal scenes was only fitting. However, there 
is also the Neoplatonic interpretation to consider. The celebration of Bacchus and his rites was 
prevalent and visually well documented in the ancient world. Bacchus/Dionysus, who represents 
a drunken state, or altered state of consciousness, symbolizes the elevated, spiritual state in 
Neoplatonic philosophy.  
The four sarcophagi discussed in this chapter have been shown to represent three distinct 
celebrations: marriage, victory in battle, and celebrating life through commemoration, 
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respectively. They also celebrate conquest. For example, the first sarcophagus relief observes 
Bacchus’ having conquered the love and body of the abandoned Ariadne, the second depicts the 
conquering of a country and its inhabitants, and the third is less literal but implies conquering the 
forces of everyday life that prevent humans from achieving divine inspiration. The centaurs in 
these reliefs are not the beasts of destruction and mayhem typically associated with their kind. 
These are primarily musical centaurs, providing uplifting songs to liven the mood and causing 
others to dance in kind; they also serve as guides or attendants symbolically transporting the soul 
of the deceased to the other world. According to Britt-Mari Näsström, centaurs in Dionysiac 
processions were considered “symbols of immortality and mythological beings that carried the 
spirits of the dead to heaven.”37 This would make Bacchic processional images fitting for 
sarcophagi, as the images would be a celebration of the deceased person’s life as well as 
procession into the afterlife, or heaven, and it is a theme that will reprise itself with the centaurs 
displayed on Francesco Sassetti’s Christian tomb, in the following chapter. 
 
																																								 																				
37 Britt-Mari Näsström, “The Rites in the Mysteries of Dionysus: The Birth of the Drama,” Scripta Instituti 






Humanism, Fifteenth-century Book Illustration, and Francesco Sassetti’s Adoption of the 
Centaur 
 
Brian Jeffrey Maxson defines the “typical” Cinquecento Florentine humanist as someone 
“who read and studied classical or original humanist texts, in Latin or the vernacular, with the 
presumable aim of cultivating spoken eloquence.”1 The atmosphere of erudition and humanist 
education pervaded Florentine society, particularly the Medici circle, but it was also well 
established throughout the Italic peninsula in the court cultures of Ferrara, Venice, and Ravenna. 
This chapter analyzes centaurs in fifteenth-century book decoration, as well as tomb relief 
sculpture, and proposes a connection between humanist interests and the evolution of centaur 
imagery from mischievous medieval figure to classicizing creature. 
The first section of this chapter examines the popularity of centaur imagery in books 
produced in Ferrara, Venice, and Ravenna and how this imagery changed from the typical 
medieval centaur prototype, discussed in chapter one, to the all’antica centaur figure that 
dominated late-Quattrocento imagery. Book decorations often featured a wide cast of characters, 
including historical and/or mythological figures, exotic animals (peacocks, giraffes, lions, etc.), 
as well as fantastic beasts, hybrid and composite creatures, among them many centaurs. Lively 
little impish centaurs can be found in one of the most celebrated examples of manuscript 
illumination, and one that boasts a prolific amount of centaur imagery, the exquisite Bible of 
																																								 																				
1 Brian Jeffrey Maxson, “This Sort of Men’: The Vernacular and Humanism in Fifteenth-Century Florence,” I Tatti 
Studies in the Italian Renaissance 16 no. 1/2 (Fall 2013)): 258, argues for the inclusion of lesser-skilled persons in 
the humanist “movement,” i.e., men who may not have been able to translate works into Latin but who were 
nevertheless able to read Latin. Ultimately, Maxson asserts that those who expressed a serious interest in classical or 
original humanist texts should be considered humanists in their own right. 
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Borso d’Este (fig. 5.1), executed from 1455-61 for the Duke of Ferrara (1413-1471).2 The 
creatures illuminated in Borso’s Bible are completely distinct from the classicizing centaurs that 
became increasingly popular around 1470. This change in the representation of centaurs and 
other hybrids, particularly in books, both handwritten and, increasingly after the introduction of 
printing to Italy in1465, printed volumes embellished with hand-made illustrations, demonstrates 
the shift from the medieval representation of playful, mischievous hybrids to more classicizing 
images.  
The second section of this chapter argues that the centaur was an important symbol of 
humanist education, as is supported by Francesco Sassetti’s (1421-1490) adoption of the centaur 
as his family emblem. The centaur held a personal meaning, which is evident in his commissions 
of manuscripts and in the relief sculptures decorating the tombs in the Sassetti Chapel, in Santa 
Trinita.   
 
The Evolution of Centaurs in Manuscript Illumination 
Centaurs in illuminated manuscripts are known through a number of extant examples. 
Manuscripts, which formed a large part of a humanist’s collection, were not confined to classical 
subjects; they also included Bibles, missals, breviaries, and books of hours, as well as chronicled 
histories and chivalric romances. The amassing of vast quantities of books and creating 
“humanist” libraries can be traced back to Petrarch (1304-1374), who embarked on a lifelong 
quest to acquire ancient texts after discovering Cicero’s Letters to Atticus in 1345, while visiting 
the Chapter Library in Verona.3  
																																								 																				
2 Each volume contains nine folios featuring centaurs; see appendix no. 46. 
3 Christopher de Hamel, A History of Illuminated Manuscripts, 2nd ed. (London: Phaidon Press, 1994), 232-34; 
Andrew Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 10.   
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Illuminated manuscripts were coveted throughout the Italic peninsula; they were a prized 
part of a patrons’ library demonstrating, or alluding to, their educated status and interest in 
classical and humanist texts, as noted in the vast libraries of Florentines Cosimo de’ Medici, his 
son Piero di Cosimo, and his grandson Lorenzo, as well as Sassetti and Giorgio Antonio 
Vespucci (1434-1514).4 Works by the Roman authors Cicero (106-43 BCE), Livy (59 BCE-17 
CE), Seneca (4 BCE-65 CE), and Pliny were transcribed onto vellum sheets, embellished with 
lavish gold leaf and tempera decorations that often featured fabulous mythological beasts. Since 
manuscript decoration was costly and time-consuming, the more elaborately detailed imagery 
was often limited to the frontispiece. Manuscript collection impressed upon others that the patron 
was a person of financial means, higher intellect, and social status. Not many could afford such 
delicate and sumptuous luxuries. 
Magnificent illustrations of fabulous beasts and hybrid creatures graced the frontispieces 
and margins of countless illuminated manuscripts and printed books produced throughout the 
Italic peninsula during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. However, for our purposes here, we 
will examine specific manuscripts illustrated in Ferrara, Venice, Ravenna, and Florence, where 
the inclusion of centaur illustrations was particularly prevalent between 1455 and 1500. This was 
a definite reflection of the cultural climate and courtly atmosphere, which espoused humanist 
studies and championed artworks that sought to reproduce or reinvent the rich mythological 
images of the classical past. The point here is not to argue that centaur imagery was predominant 
over other images of mythological creatures in illuminated manuscripts, but to acknowledge and 
emphasize the important role centaurs and other hybrid beasts played in the celebration and 
rebirth of antiquity during this period. The illustrations in these humanist manuscripts present us 
																																								 																				
4 Jonathan J.G. Alexander, The Painted Book in Renaissance Italy: 1450-1600 (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2016), 7. It should be noted that ownership of a Latin manuscript did not necessarily mean that the owner was 
considered a man of letters; not all men were proficient in Latin, much less Greek. 
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with a vast array of exciting images, from the medieval type of mischievous, frolicking centaurs 
captured in mid-gallop and shooting arrows to the more classically inspired dutiful centaurs 
bearing their patrons’ coats of arms.  
The Bible of Borso d’Este, written by the Bolognese scribe Pietro Paolo Maroni (active 
15th c.), was illuminated over a six-year period (1455-1461) by Taddeo Crivelli (active 1451-
1479), Franco dei Russi (active 1453-1482), and a team of supervised artists that included 
Girolamo da Cremona (active 1451-1483), Marco dell’Avogadro (active 15th c.), and Giorgio 
d’Alemagna (1415-1479).5 This is a sumptuous work that exists as two volumes of text 
supplemented by exquisitely rendered miniatures. The illustrations are as plentiful as they are 
detailed, with a vivid palette of rich pigments and delicate gold leaf decorative patterns, pink and 
red rosettes, and a vast array of exotic flowers covering the vellum pages.  
The images are varied, playful, and entertaining, each scene a slight variation from the 
previous one and each centaur imagined in a unique manner. License was taken with each 
creature, wherein the artist modified the centaur’s most recognizable anatomical form to present 
a creature that had the tail of deer, or a pair of wings, or the shaggy mane of a lion, and so on. A 
few images present the centaur as a haughty fellow wearing a jaunty blue-pointed hat known as a 
bycocket, more commonly known as a “Robin Hood’s hat” (fig. 5.2), as he carries on his back a 
frightened nymph; another unusual image is that of a centaur wearing a multi-coiled orange 
turban, which references a knowledge of Turkish fashion (fig. 5.3).  All but one folio illustrate 
these creatures on the bas-de-page, where they become the focal point of the imagery.6 The 
																																								 																				
5Alexander, 207, 238-39, argues that the complexity and the “extensive program of illumination” in Borso d’Este’s 
Bible suggest that an advisor was utilized to provide descriptions for the scenes included within the text; however, 
he acknowledges that there is no extant documentation to corroborate his theory. To access an exceptional 
digitalized version of this work, see the World Digital Library: https://www.wdl.org/en/item/9910/. 
6 Mss. Lat. 422, fol. 527r, which depicts a centauress, (see no. 46) is the only one in both volumes that illustrates a 
centaur within a medallion that is not located in the bas-de-page but, instead, on the center of the left margin. The 
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imagery is clearly meant as humorous entertainment, since the text is sacred in nature. The intent 
of the artist to fuse sacred text with secular, even pagan, imagery demonstrates that the playful 
images are harmless and not to be taken seriously, for Christian moral thought eclipses frivolous 
imagery. The medieval prototype of the playful, mischievous centaur continued to grace the 
marginalia and bas-de-page of Renaissance books, where they were typically confined. 
According to Michael Camille, the relegation of such fanciful illustrations to the outermost 
region of the text served a purpose: “while often undermining the text, drawing attention to its 
‘openness’, marginal images never step outside (or inside) certain boundaries…there were rules 
governing the playing-fields of the marginal images that keep them firmly in place.”7  
Francesco di Antonio del Chierico (1433-1484) – considered one of the most successful 
and prolific illuminators in Florence during the second half of the Quattrocento – illuminated the 
frontispiece for Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (fig. 5.4). This frontispiece exemplifies his 
attention to detail as displayed through the intricately intertwined white-stem vines and tendrils, 
which are further punctuated by a vast array of fabulous hybrid creatures, exotic birds and 
animals, frolicking putti, and several human portraits. The Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana has 
been able to identify this book (labeled in their collection as Pluteo 82.3) in letters Vespasiano 
da’ Bisticci wrote to his patron, Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici. Medici patronage is identified 
through the family emblem – the Medici family arms consisting of (in this instance) nine red 
palle, or balls, encircled by a diamond ring – situated in the bas-de-page.8  
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																																			
female centaur is partially clothed in a red garment and she holds what appears to be a branch, perhaps palm. All 
other folios that include centaur imagery position the creatures on the bas-de-page.  
7 Michael Camille, Image on the Edge: The Margins of Medieval Art (London: Reaktion Books, 1992), 22; 28-31. 
8 Eugenia Antonucci, “Pliny the Elder: Natural History,” in The Library on Display: Imaginary Creatures, ed. 
Monica Fintoni, trans. Jeremy Carden and Andrea Paoletti (exh. cat., Florence: Mandragora, 2007), 54. The number 
of palle included in images of the Medici emblem often varied with different members of the family. 
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The stylistic distinction between the mischievous medieval prototype and the all’antica 
centaurs is evident in a frontispiece (fig. 5.5) to a printed version of Pliny the Elder’s Natural 
History, which dates to 1469. The unknown illustrator includes two centaurs modeled as delicate 
and graceful creatures that reference the classical past. The two front-facing centaurs hold up a 
shield, which most likely bears the family crest of the patron. This type of motif – that of non-
threatening centaurs bearing shields with a family crest – is similar to the motif in Roman 
sarcophagi, where hybrid creatures hold up a clypeus. The appropriation of the centaur itself in 
Italian Renaissance art indicates a knowledge of and deep interest in classical motifs. Moreover, 
not all centaur imagery in Greco-Roman art featured fierce, battling creatures; much of the 
centaur imagery from antiquity depicted centaurs with Dionysiac implements used in Bacchic 
procession, as noted in chapter four. 
 The classically inspired centaurs depicted in the frontispiece of this incunable – a book 
or pamphlet printed in Europe prior to 1501 – are but one example of many that referenced 
antiquity and decorated the frontispieces of books and manuscripts throughout the humanist 
courts of the Italic peninsula. The 1470s mark the first decade of printing in Venice, as well as 
the first decade where the Veneto realized an extensive amount of all’antica imagery in art and 
architecture. While Venice was home to a host of talented illuminators, two unknown artists 
referred to as the Master of the Putti and the Master of the London Pliny are relevant here for 
their remarkably classicizing illuminations, especially their images of centaurs.  
According to Lillian Armstrong, the Master of the Putti was among the first artists 
commissioned to decorate printed books.9 Armstrong argues that “it was the Master of the Putti 
who chose to represent classical subjects in the all’antica formal vocabulary of Andrea 
																																								 																				
9 Lillian Armstrong, Introduction to Renaissance Miniature Painters and Classical Imagery: The Master of the Putti 
and his Venetian Workshop (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1981), vii. 
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Mantegna and of Donatello, and thereby he nurtured the taste of Venetian patrons for the new 
style.”10 This is evident in his frontispiece (fig. 5.6) for Livy’s Historiae Romanae decades, 
where the Putti Master demonstrates his knowledge of the antique by illustrating a Bacchic scene 
that is based on an ancient Roman sarcophagus or, more likely, a fusion of Bacchic elements 
borrowed from various sarcophagi narratives.11  
Reminiscent of the imagery in the Medici cameo (fig. 3.3), the centaurs here are non-
threatening: one centaur carries what appears to be a cornucopia and the other centaur bears the 
weight of a large jar over his shoulder, all while pulling a carriage with two winged putti, one of 
whom plays the flute while the other carries a large jar filled with fruit. Satyrs lead the way 
bearing their own cargo of fruit-filled platters and baskets; it is a scene of revelry and merry-
making. Armstrong argues that the Putti Master had full knowledge of anatomy, proportion, and 
perspective and that “he draws classicizing architecture, costumes, and subject matter with the 
archaeological attitude typical of the Paduan school… his knowledge of classical iconography is 
formidable.”12  
Comparing the Putti Master’s centaurs to those mischievous centaur-types illustrated 
within the Bible of Borso d’Este, the most striking difference is the style in which the figures are 
rendered: the Putti Master’s centaurs are graceful, commanding, and anatomically proportioned 
while the various centaurs in the Bible are playful and mischievous; furthermore, the Putti 
Master’s centaurs are based on a classical type inspired by ancient sources, namely sarcophagi, 
																																								 																				
10 Ibid., 2. The Putti Master was active during the late 1460s in Venice and Armstrong suggests that the Master of 
the London Pliny was most likely the Putti Master’s assistant between the years 1472 and 1475. 
11 Ibid., 57. Armstrong suggests that the Bacchic imagery in this frontispiece may have been modeled on numerous 
Roman sarcophagi that would have been accessible to audiences at that time. While she includes in her text the 
Bacchic procession scene from a late-2nd-century CE Roman sarcophagus at Grottaferrata Abbey as a primary 
model, it is unclear whether this specific sarcophagus would have been available during that period. Bober and 
Rubenstein do not list this specific vessel in their inventory of ancient objects that were documented as available 
during the Renaissance.  
12 Ibid., 11. 
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whereas Borso d’Este’s centaurs have a medieval quality about them and it is clear that they are 
more imaginative in spirit and lack any reference to classically inspired images. 
For Renaissance patrons, the purpose of illustrations within the marginalia or the bas-de-
page was not to illustrate scenes from the classical texts themselves; these illustrations were 
meant to complement the text and add minor decorative elements to the books. Classical texts in 
the Renaissance did not have successive illustrations for, as E.P. Goldschmidt argues, “the 
illustrated book, in which the text is accompanied by paintings depicting a scene described in the 
text, is a medieval conception… the Renaissance did not adopt it and adapt it; it rejected it.”13 
Goldschmidt argues that the reason for this rejection of paintings within books was that, for 
fifteenth-century humanist scholars and patrons, “their fervor for the antique lay in the cult of the 
word, of the phrase, of elegant expression… In the libraries of the Medici, the Montefeltro, the 
kings of Naples, and of Hungary, there was hardly an illustrated book.”14 However, it should be 
noted that while paintings in books were not common practice, there was certainly a preference 
for woodcut illustrations, as noted in the Venetian incunable, the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 
published in 1499. 
 
Slings, Stones, and Centaurs: Francesco Sassetti as “Enlightened Humanist Collector”15 
Classical centaur-types were featured in Florentine manuscripts; the most notable are 
those Francesco Sassetti commissioned during the 1470s. Francesco di Tommaso Sassetti, head 
of the Medici bank in Bruges, is a distinctive example of a humanist patron promoting centaur 
imagery during the fifteenth century.  He was unique in adopting the creature as a personal 
																																								 																				
13 Ernst P. Goldschmidt, The Printed Book in the Renaissance: Three Lectures on Type, Illustration, and Ornament 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1950), 27. 
14 Ibid., 36. Goldschmidt claims that the illustrated book was completely out of fashion by 1550; instead, the 
Renaissance replaced it with the picture book: “the book of plates accompanied by explanatory letter press.” 
15 Warburg, 229. 
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emblem, which appears in several artworks he commissioned: the frontispiece to Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics (fig. 5.7), the frontispiece to a collection of speeches and letters (fig. 5.8), 
the initial box in Book 10 of Virgil’s Aeneid (fig. 5.9), and the Sassetti Chapel tombs, as a 
repeated sculptural decorative motif (fig. 5.10).16  An avid antiquarian and collector of ancient 
Roman coins, Sassetti also accumulated a vast library. A letter penned by Francesco di 
Giovambattista Sassetti in the year 1600 gives much insight into the character of his great-
grandfather Francesco. The letter, published in Aby Warburg’s 1907 essay “Francesco Sassetti’s 
Last Injunctions to His Sons,” asserts that Sassetti, an amiable man who was liked by everyone, 
surrounded himself with the most highly regarded scholars and humanists of his day. The letter 
goes on to say:  
Although he [Francesco] was not himself a man of letters, he enjoyed having dealings 
with such people. He maintained friendly relations with Marsilio Ficino, Bartolomeo 
Fonzio, and other literati of the day and in his house he accumulated a library containing 
the most highly esteemed books of the day, Latin and the vernacular, mostly in 
manuscript; these as he records in his memoirs, cost him more than 800 florins.17   
 
According to Albinia de la Mare, Sassetti most likely began to commission manuscripts during 
the 1470s to “complete or improve his collection.”18 Among his treasured manuscripts were 
copies of Virgil’s Aeneid, a work by Suetonius, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Pliny’s Natural History, 
and Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, as well as works by Martial and Macrobius.19  
Throughout the 1470s, Sassetti maintained a close friendship and often consulted with 
Bartolomeo Fonzio (1447-1513). Fonzio, one of the leading Florentine humanists and 
philologists during the last quarter of the fifteenth century, was professor of rhetoric and poetry 
																																								 																				
16 During the mid-sixteenth century, the Farnese family occasionally bore imprese featuring Chiron but neither he 
nor the centaur figure in general were ever adopted as Farnese family emblems. The Farnese centaur imprese will be 
discussed in chapter seven. 
17 Ibid., 228. 
18 Albinia de la Mare, “The Library of Francesco Sassetti,” in Cultural Aspects of the Italian Renaissance: Essays in 
Honor of Paul Oskar Kristeller, ed. C.H. Clough (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976), 160.  
19 Eve Borsook and Johannes Offerhaus, Francesco Sassetti and Ghirlandaio at Santa Trinita, Florence: History 
and Legend in a Renaissance Chapel (Doornspijk, Holland: Davaco Publishers, 1981), 11. 
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at the Studio of Florence, a position he secured in 1481.20 His admiration for Sassetti’s pursuance 
of classical interests is evident in their correspondence. A letter from Fonzio to Sassetti gives us 
a better understanding of the latter’s interest in antique subjects, as well as Fonzio’s appreciation 
for the patron’s enthusiasm. The letter responds to Sassetti’s inquiry about the discovery of an 
ancient Roman young, female corpse that had been unearthed in the Appian Way: “You’ve asked 
me, dear Sassetti, to give you some details about that female corpse recently found on the Appian 
Way. I admire and heartily praise your eagerness to learn about antiquity amid your many 
occupations.”21 According to Alessandro Daneloni, Fonzio’s “strong antiquarian and 
archeological interests were owed to the influence of the scholarly merchant Francesco Sassetti, 
with whom in 1472, he began a long association, which was significantly to affect the course of 
his life and the cultural directions he took up.”22 Not only did Fonzio travel with Sassetti to 
Rome but, knowing of his patron’s profound interest in ancient coins, he prepared for Sassetti a 
brief treatise on Roman numismatics that explained the various examples of coinage and their 
appropriate weights.23 It is possible, though not documented, that one or more of the coins in 
Sassetti’s collection may have depicted images of centaur figures; ancient coins often depicted 
mythological figures and creatures and such coins (see examples. figs. 5.11 and 5.12) would 
have added to Sassetti’s affinity for centaurs.  
Sassetti’s illuminated copy of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (fig. 5.7), also known as 
Pluteo 79.1, features two centaurs supporting a massive sling filled with stones, which is a direct 
																																								 																				
20 Bartolomeo Fonzio, preface to Letters to Friends, ed. Alessandro Daneloni, trans. Martin Davies (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), vii. Fonzio maintained his position at the Florentine Studio from 1481-1504, 
albeit with interruptions. 
21 Ibid., 93. 
22 Ibid., Introduction, xi. It is interesting to note that Daneloni characterizes Francesco as a “scholarly merchant,” 
which directly contradicts Francesco’s grandson’s description of his grandfather as “not a man of letters.” As 
evidenced by his library and antiquarian interests, Francesco Sassetti was clearly invested in scholarly pursuits 
regardless of his grandson’s description of him. 
23 Borsook and Offerhaus, 12; Alessio Montagano, “Il finanziere erudito,” Medioevo no. 216 (January 2015): 48. 
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reference to Sassetti’s adoption of the centaur as his family device.  Dating to the 1470s, the 
frontispiece might also be the earliest reference to Sassetti’s use of the centaur with the sling and 
stones as an emblem. The motif is a pun on the family name Sassetti (small stones), as sasso in 
Italian means “rock”; it also references the biblical and heroic youth David and his deadly sling. 
Aby Warburg notes that the figure of David wielding the sling and stones that destroyed Goliath, 
as told in the Old Testament, “had been the Sassetti family impresa since the fourteenth century 
and in the fifteenth [century] it had become a heraldic badge accessory to the family arms 
(“argent, a bend sinister azure, bordured or” – as in fig. 5.7).24 Filippo Sassetti, Francesco’s 
great-grandson, explains the history of his family’s impresa in his Lezione sulle imprese 
reprinted in Aby Warburg’s essay:  
It may perhaps be unseemly to bring in my family’s impresa; but I discuss it because I 
have better knowledge of it than of any other. Our impresa, then, shows a sling or 
catapult with the motto, in French: ‘A mon povoir,’ which means: ‘In my power.’ The 
sling was the weapon with which the boy David slew the giant Goliath. He [Francesco 
Sassetti] who commissioned the painting of our chapel in Sta. Trinita had the young man 
shown with this weapon and the words: ‘God arms the boy who defends his country.’ 
This, if I am not mistaken, gave rise to the idea for our impresa, which might be 
interpreted thus: ‘I will exert myself, within my power; God will do the rest, just as God 
helped David to vanquish his enemy.’25 
 
The impresa that Filippo describes is, of course, that of David and not the centaur; Filippo does 
not attempt to explain his great-grandfather’s appropriation of the pagan hybrid beast.26  
The frontispiece to the manuscript of Aristotle’s text is highly detailed with rich pigments 
and gold leaf decorating the stones. The delicate illustration and masterful combination of 
figures, flowers, all’antica imagery and vibrant palette of deep blue, red, gold, green, and orange 
																																								 																				
24 Warburg, 244.  
25 Ibid., 250, 260.  
26 Ibid., 260. Warburg argues that Francesco’s appropriation of the centaur was “lost on Filippo.” 
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provide the viewer with a taste of the kind of art that was highly sought during this period.27 The 
scene presents two centaurs in the foreground.  These are not the traditional images of brutal 
savage centaurs, as seen in the centauromachy; rather, these creatures, seen here as allusions to 
the classical world, exhibit delicate features, their bodies are slight and graceful, and they are 
executed with painstaking detail. It is the context of this image – that of the prominent family 
emblem – that determined how these centaurs would be depicted, i.e., courageous yet cultivated. 
The centaurs stand opposite one another proudly holding up the Sassetti emblem: a large 
gold-spun sling filled to the brim with stones. The centaur on the left stands facing the viewer; he 
is fitted with a red caparison and a red sling stocked with arrows. The creature’s right hand, 
which bears the weight of the Sassetti emblem, also holds his own sling, thereby further linking 
the centaur to the Sassetti emblem and to the biblical figure of David. The centaur on the right, 
slightly larger in stature and musculature, happily focuses his attention on holding up the large 
and overflowing sling. It should be noted that the centaurs have nothing to do with Aristotle, 
except for their connection to antiquity. 
While the frontispiece is fully decorated, as is the opposite folio, the only other 
decorative elements visible throughout the manuscript are the letters. The folio opposite the 
frontispiece shows a border lavishly decorated on all sides except the right.28 Four winged angels 
or spiritelli, surround the crest of the Sassetti coat of arms; the circle encasing the crest is 
bordered by the sling, which is filled with stones and hangs at the bottom. The lower register of 
the border contains vine-like decorative motifs. Five slings are intertwined on each side of the 
																																								 																				
27 See Alexander, 251-63, for his in-depth discussion on the evolution of frontispiece decoration in fifteenth-century 
Italy; De la Mare, 165. Although the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, which holds the manuscript, refrains from 
attributing the illuminations to any specific artist, Albinia de la Mare asserts that the illuminations in Sassetti’s copy 
of the Nicomachean Ethics can be attributed to the well-known Florentine artist Antonio di Niccolo di Lorenzo 
(1445-1527).  
28 There is no image available for the folio opposite the frontispiece. I was able to see this in person in the Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana but photos were not allowed. 
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Sassetti coat of arms. Lively depictions of animals are dispersed throughout the border. Two of 
those same angels are included on the frontispiece holding up the banner that reads: “a mon 
povoir.” Peppered throughout the entire scene are golden balls that are roughly strewn, giving the 
appearance of stones falling where they may.  
 John Argyropoulous translated Sassetti’s copy of Aristotle’s essay, a relevant fact 
considering Argyropoulos’ highly regarded status in Florence during this period of humanist 
learning. As Warburg observed, the significance of Argyropoulos as the translator is only 
matched by the text being Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which, as Warburg notes, 
Argyropoulos himself brought to Florence; furthermore, Warburg explains that this “resurrected 
philosophy of antiquity… offered an opportunity to pursue in the name of Aristotle a middle way 
between antique and Christian ethics.”29  
Francesco Sassetti’s collection included two other manuscripts that featured centaurs, but 
only one depicts the creatures as the family device. The manuscript, referred to as Pluteo 47.35 
(fig. 5.8), is comprised of a collection of speeches by classical authors such as Livy, Virgil, 
Lucan, Sallust, and Ovid, as well as a collection of “model letters,” known as the Epistolae ad 
exercitationem accomodatae, meant for instructional purposes.30 The decoration of the 
frontispiece is similar to that of the Aristotle frontispiece (Pluteo 79.1) only in the general 
manner that, again, two centaurs are shown flanking the Sassetti coat of arms. However, these 
are not the same slender, poised, almost regal-looking and charming centaurs that were 
previously encountered in Pluteo 79.1. The centaurs in Pluteo 47.35 are stout, muscular, 
formidable creatures with furrowed brows and intense expressions, outfitted with weaponry and 
prepared for battle. Although they do not themselves carry the sling and stones as in the previous 
																																								 																				
29 Ibid., 244-45. 
30 The Library on Display, 50; the letters were assembled by Gasparino Barzizza (1360-1431), a humanist and 
grammar teacher born near Bergamo. 
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image, these centaurs also bear the Sassetti coat of arms with fierce pride, intimating that the 
owner of the manuscript is well versed in all’antica imagery.  
Border decoration in Pluteo 47.35 is exceptional and filled with all manner of creatures, 
such as various species of exotic birds, owls, monkeys, rabbits, and squirrels, as well as 
numerous kinds of flowers and foliage. The centaurs, sirens, cupids, and other mythological 
figures included in the border decoration, such as the medallions that include the portraits of 
Mercury and Minerva, highlight the patron’s knowledge of classical literature and art.31 A circle 
with the Sassetti crest shows a cherub on either side holding up the crest, which has along its 
border the braided rope forming a sling that is nearly brimming over with stones. The illuminator 
is believed to have been the Florentine miniaturist Mariano del Buono (1433-1504), one of the 
most prominent illuminators of the fifteenth century. 
 The third manuscript, Pluteo 39.6 (fig. 5.9), transcribed during the 1480s by Alessandro 
da Verrazano (?) and attributed to Mariano del Buono, completely omits the centaurs on the 
frontispiece. Instead, two peacocks flank the Sassetti device. Centaurs are, however, included as 
decorative elements within the illuminated initial “T” at the start of Book 12. The prolific use of 
centaur imagery in Sassetti’s manuscripts proves that during the later part of his life Sassetti 
embraced the literature and art of antiquity to such an extent that he formed a visual connection 
to the classical world through his appropriation of the centaur as his impresa.  
Francesco Sassetti’s affinity for centaur imagery progressed beyond the borders of 
illuminated manuscripts. These creatures also act as guardians on the tombs of both Francesco 
and his wife, Nera Corsi. As noted in the previous chapter, centaurs were thought to carry the 
souls of the dead to heaven or the afterlife, so perhaps the reason for their inclusion on the 





Chapel details Giuliano da Sangallo’s classically inspired program for the Sassetti tombs, which 
were most likely executed during the 1480s. In essence, the decorative scheme of the chapel is a 
mélange of secular, sacred, and classical themes, which, according to Borsook and Offerhaus, is 
“a Summa of the ideals of Republican Florence, [and] it is also, albeit inadvertently, a harbinger 
of imperial pretensions.”32 The inclusion of both sacred and pagan imagery reinforces St. Basil’s 
argument, discussed in chapter two, that pagan literature is necessary to comprehend biblical 
texts.  
Francesco’s appropriation of the centaur wielding the sling and stones did not necessarily 
replace the figure of David, since the original impresa of David and his sling can be seen on the 
exterior of the Sassetti Chapel. Ghirlandaio, whose highly detailed biblical frescoes grace the 
interior walls of the Sassetti Chapel, painted the image of David with his sling and stone on the 
exterior wall. This grisaille image is situated on the upper transept wall on the pilaster that 
separates the Sassetti chapel from the chapel next to it (fig. 5.13). David stands victorious atop a 
fictive pillar with shield in hand; at his right foot is the severed head of Goliath. David’s 
presence here not only references his status as the Sassetti family emblem; his presence above 
the pilaster on the outside of the chapel suggests that he is guarding the Sassetti chapel and the 
remains of Francesco and Nera and, as Warburg contends, David is acting as “the official 
doorkeeper and supporter of the Sassetti arms.”33 
Francesco’s tomb is encased within a semi-circular vault (fig. 5.10). The outer frame of 
the vault is sculpted and glazed in monochrome. The sculpted area illustrates a decorative pattern 
of jars and vines; within the design, on opposite ends of both forty-five- and ninety-degree 
angles, there are sculpted medallions each displaying a different image. The surface of the top 
																																								 																				
32 Ibid., 9.  
33 Warburg, 244. 
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medallion is completely covered by the decorative extension of a sculpted bust atop the arch. The 
medallion on the left side (fig. 5.14) displays a male soldier in combat, his golden cuirass 
discarded to the side; he has conquered his enemy, another male soldier whom he has thrown to 
the ground. The victorious soldier holds up a large round shield with his right hand while 
grasping a sling in his left hand; several stones are suspended in the air. The scene is directly 
borrowed from an Amazonian battle sarcophagus that belonged to the della Valle family in 
Rome during the fifteenth century.34 
Francesco’s adopted family emblem motif of the centaur, sling, and stones is repeatedly 
displayed throughout the sculptural decoration of both tombs, where a total of six centaurs are 
featured within Francesco’s tomb alone. The medallion to the right (fig. 5.15) features a 
fearsome centaur slinging stones at a terrified horse. The last medallion on Francesco’s tomb 
(fig. 5.16), found on the lower register, is situated between two separate narrative friezes. The 
medallion contains the sculpted portrait of Francesco Sassetti. Comparing the position of 
Francesco’s portrait medallion with previously discussed images from illuminated manuscripts 
that present centaurs bearing family emblems, there is a clear reference being made: the portrait 
replaces the emblem and while the centaurs flanking either side of the medallion do not 
physically hold it up, it is evident that these creatures are present to symbolically “bear” the 
Sassetti family pater. Again, this is the artist’s imaginative way of alluding to the centaur as the 
family emblem. Most of the centaurs on Sassetti’s tomb refer to the traditional fearsome centaurs 
from antiquity. Sangallo’s reliefs present us with menacing creatures that are prepared to do 
battle in order to protect Francesco and Nera’s final resting place. 
The relief sculptures in the lower register form two separate narratives. The left side 
features a scene of industrious putti that are flanked by a centaur on either side (fig. 5.17). Each 
																																								 																				
34 Borsook and Offerhaus, 24-25. 
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centaur holds up the end of trailing garland. Unlike the other centaurs found in Francesco’s 
tomb, these two creatures appear to be completely innocuous and perhaps reference the playful, 
musical centaurs found in Bacchic imagery. Warburg believed the centaurs that Ciriaco 
d’Ancona had observed and copied from Athenian monuments, such as themes of the 
centauromachy from the Parthenon metopes and the Ionic frieze of the opisthodomos located in 
the Temple of Hephaestus (449-415 BCE), inspired the centaurs carved into the Sassetti tombs.35  
As mentioned in chapter two, Sangallo saw, copied, and adjusted Ciriaco’s sketches. In addition 
to Cyriaco’s sketches, Borsook and Offerhaus argue that the inspiration for the erotes frieze and 
the pairs of centaurs seen throughout the relief sculptures came from the putti frieze and centaurs 
on Donatello’s bronze pulpits (above, figs. 3.1 & 3.2); furthermore, they cite the Medici centaur 
gem (fig. 3.3) as a direct influence for both the Medici pulpits and the Sassetti tombs.36 
Particularly interesting is the location of the clypeus centaurs on the pulpits in San Lorenzo in 
relation to the arrangement of the centaurs on Sassetti’s tomb: in both reliefs, the centaurs are 
located within the marginal areas. Perhaps this strategic placement references the confinement of 
hybrid creatures to the margins and bas-de-page in book decoration or, more importantly, their 
relegation to the margins of human society. 
The scene to the right of Francesco’s portrait has been identified as the Death of 
Meleager (fig. 5.18), who, after suffering from mortal wounds inflicted by the Calydonian boar, 
lies in death among his mourners. The scene is copied from a Roman sarcophagus relief (fig. 
5.19) that was formerly in the Palazzo Montalvo, in Florence, during the sixteenth century; it is 
																																								 																				
35 Warburg, 245. 
36 Borsook and Offerhaus, 23-24. 
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not clear where this sarcophagus was during the fifteenth century, but it was accessible to 
artists.37 The ends of the arched vault each present a square displaying the Sassetti coat of arms.  
Opposite Francesco’s tomb is that of his wife (fig. 5.20). While the structure is essentially 
the same, the differences lie in the sculptural images themselves. The decorative pattern of the 
sculptural reliefs of Nera’s tomb does not present narrative scenes on the lower register. Instead, 
the semi-circular arch features decorative elements of vine-like patterns with jars. Like 
Francesco’s tomb, the arch is punctuated by the same number of medallions and squares in the 
exact same position. However, the images within the medallions and squares are different. Both 
the left and the right medallions feature what appear to be a nereid (a sea nymph) and a sea 
centaur, or ichthyocentaur, which has the upper torso of a human, the lower extremities of a 
horse, and a serpentine fish tail. Borsook and Offerhaus suggest that these mythological creatures 
are allegories for Nera and Francesco, the word “nereid” being a pun for Nera’s name.38 The left 
medallion presents the nereid riding astride a sea centaur (fig. 5.21), as they each grasp the ends 
of a billowing garment that hovers over their heads. This stylistic device, known as velificatio, 
was commonly used in ancient Roman art; the billowing garment framed a deity, signifying his 
or her god-like status. With regard to framing a person(s)’ velificans, it suggests a divine status 
or, in Nera’s and Francesco’s cases, alludes to their entrance into heaven. The right medallion 
presents the same figures but this time they face each other and the billowing garment is absent 
from the scene.  
Borsook and Offerhaus suggest an antique reference for these two roundels, a Roman 
sarcophagus (figs. 5.22 & 5.23) that once formed part of the della Valle collection. This 
sarcophagus, which features a cast of marine hybrid creatures, was already fragmented in the 
																																								 																				
37 Bober and Rubenstein, 157. 
38 Borsook and Offerhaus, 21. 
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Renaissance; however, early drawings (fig. 5.24) prove Renaissance audiences were aware of the 
fragments as early as the Quattrocento, which suggests that the sarcophagus fragments were 
displayed in a public setting.39 The suggestion put forth by both scholars is plausible; however, it 
is also possible that the artist was privy to other images of Roman art that featured a marine 
thiasos: a retinue of marine creatures celebrating the gods, usually Poseidon. A notable example 
is the Roman sarcophagus (fig. 5.25) from the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, in Siena, where 
Bober and Rubenstein claim it had been visible since the Middle Ages.40 Nereids and sea 
centaurs fill the narrative space, while a portrait bust of a deceased male figure is situated within 
a shell-medallion. The portrait, located in the central position, is held up on either side by a 
nereid riding a sea centaur; the scene closely resembles the allegory of Nera and Francesco in the 
left medallion. Although this sarcophagus was located in Siena, not Florence, artists traveling 
through the area would have been aware of this imagery.  
The last medallion, on the lower register of the arch, features a portrait of Nera herself; 
the medallion is flanked on either side by an eagle. The corners of the arch, at either end of the 
narrative reliefs, are squared reliefs each featuring a centaur (figs. 5.26 & 5.27). While the 
images in each square differ slightly – the position of each centaur and the manner in which it 
holds its shield – the motif is essentially the same: a centaur, bearing a shield with the Sassetti 
coat of arms and wielding a sling filled with stones, stands within the niche of the vault and 
guards the body of its patron.41 Numerous stones hang suspended in mid-air behind each centaur, 
a clear reference to the Sassetti name and emblem.  
																																								 																				
39 Bober and Rubenstein, 144. Only two fragments of this relief are extant: one fragment is located in the Schloß 
Klein-Glienicke, Berlin and the other at the Villa Medici, Rome. 
40 Ibid., 147. 
41 Warburg, 244. 
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Sassetti’s humanist library and his interest in the ancient world shrouded him even in 
death: Borsook and Offerhaus note that Sassetti’s body was laid to rest “in a dark gown 
reminiscent of a classical custom revived in Florence earlier in the century for such scholarly 
chancellors and patriots as Salutati, Bruni, and Marsuppini.”42 For Sassetti, living and dying as a 
patron of arts and letters was of the utmost importance. Sassetti’s affinity for centaur imagery 




The centaur’s role as humanist symbol is most evident in Sassetti’s adoption of the 
creature as his family emblem. Sassetti’s action demonstrates that the centaur clearly held an 
important meaning for him; the inclusion of the centaur impresa, along with other centaur 
imagery in his manuscripts and carved into the Sassetti tombs, bolsters this argument. The 
centaur figure, for Sassetti – who was not a man of letters – connected him inextricably to the 
classical past; it projected an image of an erudite, antiquarian patron who could easily mix and 
mingle within the Medici circle of scholars and humanists. Sassetti’s copy of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics provides a visual connection between the Sassetti family crest and the 
ancient centaur bearing the stone and sling impresa.   
 The frequent centaur imagery in illuminated manuscripts and books from 1450-1550 
documents the visual evolution of centaurs from the capricious medieval creature to the elegant 
centaurs that bear family crests or emblems. The centaurs in the Bible of Borso d’Este are a 
sumptuous example of the last vestiges of this medieval prototype, whereas the centaurs in 
Sassetti’s books are no longer frolicking among the margins causing mischief but responsibly 
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bearing the weight of the family. Centaur imagery continued to evolve during the Quattrocento, 
particularly in paintings, where artists approached their subjects with unusual sensitivity and 
inventiveness. Chapter six will explore the multivalent representation of centaurs as creatures of 
compassion and tenderness, characteristics that were depicted in paintings if only for a brief 







A Neoplatonic Interpretation of Centaur Imagery: 1480-1525 
 
 
This chapter argues that specific images, specifically those by Botticelli and Piero di 
Cosimo, demonstrate the emergence of an alternative centaur character: one that exhibits noble 
and sympathetic qualities, as interpreted through the lens of Neoplatonic philosophy. This 
development occurred during the last quarter of the fifteenth century and continued to the end of 
the first quarter of the sixteenth century. While it is true that innocuous images of centaurs 
appeared in art prior to 1475 and after 1525, this period reflected the spiritual interpretation of 
Neoplatonic philosophy, which had diminished by the second quarter of the sixteenth century. 
The principles of Neoplatonic philosophy were most likely integrated into artistic programs via 
consultations between artists and artistic advisors (humanists, poets, and philosophers providing 
ideas and stories from classical works to artists working on specific subjects). This chapter will 
emphasize the impact that Marsilio Ficino’s influential writings had on artists and their works; it 
will also argue for Angelo Poliziano’s role as artistic advisor. 
The uncharacteristically positive images of centaurs, such as the benevolent centaur in St. 
Anthony Abbot images discussed in chapter one, occurred intermittently throughout the 
Renaissance; however, there was a brief trend that illustrated their tender and compassionate 
side. The trend underscored the spiritual meaning of centaurs as two-formed creatures that 
possessed the ability to move beyond their bestial nature and tap into their humanity and more 
spiritual side. In the centaur paintings of Botticelli and Piero di Cosimo, the submissiveness of 
centaurs and, more importantly, the explicit tenderness among centaurs and centaur families 
proves that these creatures were capable of more than engaging in battle, abducting and ravaging 
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maidens, and the typical savage behavior associated with their kind. The tenderness and docility 
displayed by Botticelli and Piero’s centaurs alludes to their nobler human side and demonstrates 
that centaurs, like humans, are capable of expressing complex emotions.  
 
Two-Natured Centaurs and the Elevation of the Soul 
Florence, during the 1480s, thrived under the rule of Lorenzo de’ Medici, who was 
praised by his fellow citizens. Florence, a city renowned for its revival of Greek philosophy and 
its humanist studies, was dubbed by Lorenzo the “New Athens,” and under his de facto rule there 
arose such a court of humanist intellect, patronage, pageantry and grandeur that it was considered 
the golden age of Florence. Lorenzo’s patronage cast a wide net over exceptionally talented and 
innovative artists, as well as the greatest intellectual and philosophical thinkers of the late-
fifteenth century. Native Florentine Sandro Botticelli was a favored artist of Lorenzo’s second 
cousin, Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici (1463-1503); Botticelli’s poetic and inventive 
mythological compositions were filled with whimsical imagery based on various ancient and 
contemporary sources, and they appealed to Renaissance patrons. 
There is, perhaps, no image of the centaur that is as enigmatic and unprecedented as in 
Botticelli’s peculiar painting, Pallas and the Centaur (fig. 6.1).1 The painting originally hung 
																																								 																				
1 The bibliography on this work is extensive but for the most relevant discussions see: Ernst Gombrich, “Botticelli's 
Mythologies: A Study in the Neoplatonic Symbolism of His Circle,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 8 (1945): 50-53; John Shearman, “The Collections of the Younger Medici Branch,” The Burlington 
Magazine 117 (1975): 12-19; Ronald Lightbown, Botticelli: Life and Work (New York: Abbeville Press, 1989), 146-
52; Stanley Meltzoff, Botticelli, Signorelli, and Savonarola: Theologia Poetica and Painting from Boccaccio to 
Poliziano (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 1987), 168-73; Cristina Acidini Luchinat, Botticelli, Allegorie 
mitologiche (Milan: Electa, 2001), 167-70; Barbara Deimling, “Who Tames the Centaur? The Identification of 
Botticelli’s Heroine,” in Sandro Botticelli and Herbert Horne: New Research, ed. Rab Hatfield (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 2009), 63-104; Hans Körner, “Simonetta Vespucci: The Construction, Deconstruction, 
and Reconstruction of a Myth,” in Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, ed. A. Schumacher (exh.cat., Ostfildern, 
Germany: Hatje/Cantz,  2009), 64-67; Cristina Acidini Luchinat, “For a Prosperous Florence: Botticelli’s 
Mythological Allegories,” in Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, 82-85; and Botticelli and the Search for the 
Divine: Florentine Painting between the Medici and the Bonfires of the Vanities, eds. John T. Spike and Alessandro 
Cecchi (exh.cat., Boston: Muscarelle Museum of Art, 2017), 122-25. 
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“above the door to the anticamera” in the palace on Via Larga, which belonged to Lorenzo di 
Pierfrancesco.2 The work’s precise meaning remains enigmatic. It shows two figures, a centaur 
to the left and a female figure to the right, in an unidentifiable landscape. The woman stands tall 
with her body slightly turned toward the centaur. She wears a long, billowing, gossamer dress 
over a thin, white gown; the transparent dress is decorated from the neck to the hem with a 
pattern of three interlocked diamond rings, while the sleeves are embroidered with the same type 
of motif except there are four interlocked diamond rings (fig. 6.2). The motif of the interlocked 
diamond rings – a Medici emblem (fig. 6.3) – has marked this as a Medici commission.3 
Alessandro Cecchi suggests that the symbolic Medici rings allude to Lorenzo de’ Medici’s 
commission of the painting as a wedding gift to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco and Semiramide 
Appiani (1464-1523), whose marriage took place in 1482.4  
Long, intertwining stems of olive or myrtle leaves trail around the outline of the woman’s 
breasts and around her waist, where they are fastened about her abdomen with a large diamond 
ring; the plant stems then form a crisscrossed pattern over the length of her arms. The olive 
leaves are attributes of Pallas/Minerva but Webster Smith, John Shearman, Charles Dempsey, 
Barbara Deimling, and the most recent exhibition catalogue to discuss this work argue that the 
plant represents myrtle, which was typically associated with Venus.5 The woman is draped in a 
																																								 																				
2 Shearman, 18. 
3 Lightbown, 148. 
4 Spike and Cecchi, 125. 
5 Webster Smith, “On the Original Location of the Primavera,” The Art Bulletin 57 (March 1975): 36, argues against 
the identity of the olive branch and asserts that these are myrtle branches, claiming the plant is the same type 
covering Venus in the Primavera. Shearman notes that the leaves are more similar to myrtle than olive, 18, n.45. 
Charles Dempsey, “Love and the Figure of the Nymph in Botticelli’s Art,” in Botticelli: From Lorenzo the 
Magnificent to Savonarola, ed. Daniel Arasse, Pierluigi De Vecchi, and Patrizia Nitti (exh. cat., Musée du 
Luxembourg, Paris, 2003), 33. Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, 216, Andreas Schumacher, in his catalog entry 
on Pallas and the Centaur, claims the plant is myrtle, stating that it denoted bridal status and virginity, in reference 
to Semiramide, and myrtle “decorated the heads of warriors who had gained victory without violence.” Deimling, 
66-71, provides a detailed examination of the tactile distinctions between myrtle, olive, and laurel plants and she 
accurately notes that Botticelli, who was known for his attention to botanical varieties in his paintings, would have 
been careful to detail such distinctions in his work. Spike and Cecchi, 122.   
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deep green cloak that winds around her right shoulder and wraps around her waist; strapped to 
her back is a thick grey shield.  
The woman’s face is calm and contemplative; her golden tresses form a halo encircling 
her face and trailing down to her lower back. Crowning the woman’s head are olive or myrtle 
leaves and her forehead is punctuated by a gold, quatrefoil jewel topped with a large pyramidal 
diamond: this is the same type of jewel that marks the center of both of her breasts. The woman 
grasps a lock of the centaur’s hair with her right hand. Her grip on his hair is light and almost 
flimsy. It is clear from the woman’s bent elbow that she is not forcefully pulling the centaur’s 
hair; this appears to be a non-threatening grip, perhaps meant as a warning. Closer examination 
reveals that the woman is holding on to the hair with her thumb, index, and ring finger; her 
fourth and fifth fingers do not form a tight fist but, instead, they are straight and pointed toward 
the centaur’s head.  
So enigmatic is the imagery that the identity of the female figure continues to be debated; 
she has been called Pallas and Minerva, as well as representing different aspects of Venus, but 
the identification assigned to her in the first inventory of 1498 was that of Camilla, a heroine of 
Virgil’s Aeneid, whom her father placed in the service of the goddess Diana:6  
Last came Camilla, of the Volscians bred, 
leading her mail-clad, radiant chivalry; 
a warrior-virgin, of Minerva's craft 
of web and distaff, fit for woman's toil, 
…and matrons grave 
stood wondering as she passed, well-pleased to see 
her royal scarf in many a purple fold 
float off her shining shoulder, her dark hair 
																																								 																				
6 Lightbown, 150. Shearman, 18-19. Pallas and the Centaur is the official title given by the Uffizi Gallery, where 
the painting is located. However, it is first listed in Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco’s inventory of 1498-99 as “C[h]amilla 
and a satyr”; in 1503 it is simply identified as “a large picture with two figures;” and in 1516, it is described as 
“Minerva and the centaur.” Both Pallas and Minerva refer to the Roman goddess of wisdom and war. Deimling, 67-
71, also argues for the identification of the woman as Camilla. Dempsey, 33, identifies the female figure as the 
“Spartan Venus armata.” Smith, 36, argues that the female figure represents the Venus of Cythera whom Pausanias 
discusses in his Descriptions of Greece.  
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in golden clasp caught fast, and how she bore 
for arms a quiver of the Lycian mode, 
and shepherd's shaft of myrtle tipped with steel.7 
 
Virgil’s description of Camilla bears little resemblance to the female figure in Botticelli’s 
painting; moreover, Ronald Lightbown notes that Virgil and Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) 
ascribe to Camilla a quiver worn by a huntress, but this object is not included in Botticelli’s 
painting save the quiver strapped to the centaur.8 The woman also lacks the typical attributes 
associated with Minerva, such as the aegis bearing the head of the Gorgon Medusa, the helmet, 
and lance. The lance or spear were more appropriate for hunting or jousting, like the image 
Botticelli painted for Giuliano de’ Medici’s standard for the jousting tournament, which 
illustrated Pallas bearing a lance. Lightbown argues that the weapon in the painting – a halberd – 
is a ceremonial object borne by “guards and sentinels” and, therefore, identifies the female figure 
here as “a guard”; nevertheless, neither Camilla, nor Minerva or her nymphs were ever 
connected to centaurs in classical myths.9  
Barbara Deimling has proposed a rather convincing argument in defense of the 1498 
identification as Camilla and the Centaur. While noting that myrtle was also associated with 
Camilla, Deimling stresses the heroine’s importance in early Renaissance literature, where she 
appears in Dante’s Divine Comedy, Boccaccio’s Concerning Famous Women – where an entire 
chapter was dedicated to her chastity and “praiseworthy virginity” – and Petrarch’s Triumph of 
Chastity as “a chaste, heroic warrior.”10 Deimling’s argument is further supported by her 
observation of Camilla’s notable presence in the literature of mid-fifteenth-century poets, 
																																								 																				
7 Vergil, Aeneid, trans. Theodore C. Williams (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1910), book 7: 803-821. 
8 Lightbown, 152. 
9 Ibid., 148 and 152; Rudolf Wittkower, “Transformations of Minerva in Renaissance Imagery,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 2 (1939): 200, identifies the object Pallas holds as a lance; however, it is 
universally considered a halberd. 
10 Deimling, 68; Dante, Divine Comedy, book 1: 106-08; Giovanni Boccaccio, On Famous Women, trans. Guido A. 
Guarino, 2nd revised ed. (New York: Italica Press, 2011), 79-80; Petrarch, The Sonnets, Triumphs, and other Poems 
of Petrarch, trans. Anna Hume (London: George Bell and Sons, 1875), 362 and 367. 
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philosophers, and humanists, such as “Flavio Biondo, Lorenzo Valla, Filarete, Bartolommeo 
Scala, Angelo Poliziano, and, especially, Cristoforo Landino.”11 Furthermore, she references an 
ancient cameo of Camilla belonging to Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici; Piero received this cameo 
from Francesco Sassetti, in 1456, in exchange for one of Sassetti’s books.12 The existence of the 
cameo, and the fact that it was in Medici possession, bolsters the argument that erudite 
Renaissance audiences knew the figure of Camilla and that Botticelli himself most likely had 
access to study this gem. John Shearman sees both possibilities of Camilla and Minerva, but 
concurs that Camilla might be the most probable identification since the 1498-99 inventory was 
closer in time to when the work was executed.13 Nevertheless, since the focus of this chapter is 
the centaur and not the identity of the female figure, she will continue to be referred to as Pallas 
according to the title in the Uffizi Gallery. 
Looking at Botticelli’s centaur, it is evident that this is a peculiar beast. The creature 
neither represents a Bacchic centaur nor does it conform to the traditional belligerent centaur-
type. The centaur stands facing away, uncomfortably, from Pallas. His stance is that of 
uncertainty and, possibly, fear or resignation; his head is cocked to the right towards Pallas, who 
grasps the unkempt locks at the crown of the creature’s head. The centaur’s face (fig. 6.4) reveals 
a deeply furrowed brow with heavy creasing in the lower forehead, troubled brown eyes, and a 
downturned mouth. The centaur’s facial expression is pitiable and lacking the ferocious 
countenance typically displayed by his brethren. Although the centaur holds a sturdy bow in his 
right hand and a quiver holding four arrows is strapped across his chest, the creature makes no 
motion to attack Pallas; he is subdued. In fact, the splayed fingers of his left hand form an 
																																								 																				
11 Deimling, 68-69.  
12 Ibid., 68. Eugène Müntz, Les collections des Médicis au XVe siècle: le musée, la bibliothèque, le mobilier (Paris: 
Librairie de l’Art, 1888), 16. Müntz lists the cameo in Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici’s inventory of 1456: “uno anello 
leghatovi un chammeo con una testa di Chamilla.” 
13 Shearman, 19. 
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expressive gesture that, along with the defensive movement of his left arm, show that he is 
recoiling from the female figure. 
The subject of the painting itself is elusive, as there is no textual source for the imagery; 
scholars have interpreted the work as political propaganda (the success of Lorenzo the 
Magnificent over his foes) or an allegory of reason taming the inner beast.14 Lightbown argues 
that the image represents chastity conquering animal desire and the centaur’s surprise at being 
caught off-guard can be interpreted as “the blindness of brutal lust.”15 Rudolf Wittkower 
proposes that the painting represented “the wisdom in Lorenzo overcoming that of the centaur 
within him.”16 While these theories are plausible, it is Ernst Gombrich’s theory that seems to fit 
best.17 He dismisses the idea that the work referenced a political statement since it was situated 
in Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco’s private apartment, which indicated a smaller audience; instead, 
Gombrich claims this is a moral allegory and argues for a Neoplatonic interpretation inspired by 
Ficino’s writing: 
Wisdom, who is born from the exalted head of Jupiter, creator of all things, prescribed to 
philosophers, her lovers, that whenever they desire to grasp a beloved thing they should 
rather aim at the top, at the heads of things, than at the feet below. For Pallas, the divine 
offspring who is sent from the high heavens, herself dwells on the heights, which she 
makes her stronghold. Furthermore, she shows us that we cannot attain to the summits 
and heads of things before having mounted to the head of the soul, the intellect, leaving 
behind us the soul’s lower regions. She promises us finally that if we withdraw ourselves 
into that most fertile head of the soul, that is, the intellect, we will doubtless procreate 
from this head an intellect which will be the companion of Minerva herself and the 
helpmate of Jupiter the all-highest.18  
 
While Gombrich argues that Ficino’s text may have inspired Botticelli’s painting, he claims the 
artist did not exactly illustrate the text itself but instead he gleaned from it a “hypothetical 
																																								 																				
14 Wittkower, 200; Shearman, 18-19,  
15 Lightbown, 152. 
16 Wittkower, 200. 
17 Gombrich, 51-52; Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, 216, Schumacher concurs with Gombrich’s Neoplatonic 
interpretation, claiming that Gombrich’s reading of the image far outweighs the political interpretations. 
18 Marsilio Ficino, Opera omnia, (Torino: Bottega d’Erasmo, 1962), as cited in Gombrich, 51-52.  
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program”; the image can be read as reason versus instinct and, therefore, wisdom controlling 
and/or subduing bestial irrationality and desire.19 
Recent discussions have offered more insight into the subject matter. Cristina Acidini 
Luchinat proposes that “Pallas/Minerva” acts as a guardian situated before the road in the 
landscape, preventing the centaur from passing; she is, therefore, a defender of the people and 
perhaps a symbol of the Medici as the keepers of Florence.20 Hans Körner claims the 
confrontation between the centaur and Pallas references the “ritualistic game of desire, love, and 
chaste abstinence” that is underscored in Poliziano’s Stanze per le giostra.21 However, Körner 
also suggests that the centaur’s gaze rests directly upon the goddess’ genitals, causing his mouth 
to “hang open in lamentation,” which is certainly erroneous considering that the centaur’s mouth 
is only slightly parted and his face bears no indication of lust or longing.22 Furthermore, the 
centaur’s eyes seem to line up with Pallas’ neckline and not her genitals. Nevertheless, Körner’s 
overall argument is one of virtue overcoming sexual desire, which remains the most prominent 
theory. 
The only other picture from this period showing Pallas and a centaur is by Andrea 
Mantegna and it offers a useful contrast to Botticelli’s iconography. Mantegna’s Pallas Expelling 
the Vices from the Garden of Virtues (fig. 6.5), one of a series of paintings executed for Isabella 
d’Este’s studiolo, it is clear that the creatures in both paintings heed the goddess’s warning and 
obey her will. However, Mantegna’s centaur (fig. 6.6), which Stephen Campbell interprets as a 
figure standing for “ambiguity,” is one of numerous unsavory beasts leaving the garden; this 
creature bears no resemblance to Botticelli’s subdued and pitiable centaur painted some twenty 
																																								 																				
19 Gombrich, 52. 
20 Acidini Luchinat, “For a Prosperous Florence,” in Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, 85. 
21 Körner, “Simonetta Vespucci,” in Botticelli: Likeness, Myth, Devotion, 64.  
22 Ibid., 64. 
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years earlier.23 Mantegna’s centaur appears to be carrying upon his back the goddess Venus, who 
references the creature’s lustful character. The centaur looks back directly – almost defiantly – at 
Pallas, who forges ahead with determination. The centaur is just one of many “vices” being 
turned out of the virtuous garden; Pallas does not attempt to reason with these odd creatures, she 
simply casts them out. Botticelli’s figure, however, appears somewhat empathetic towards the 
centaur; she appears to act as a conduit for reason, which also suggests that she could represent 
Pallas: borne of Zeus’ head, fully-grown Pallas represents intellect, wisdom, and good judgment. 
Perhaps she is symbolically passing on her sagacity to the centaur through her touch and grip on 
his head. 
Botticelli reprised this subject many years later in The Calumny of 1498 (fig. 6.7); 
however, this time the image is a fictive relief (fig. 6.8), one of many contained within the 
architrave of the interior structure.24 The relief, which Stanley Meltzoff has described as Venus-
Minerva Leads Centaur Bound by Love, presents a female figure to the left, holding a staff in her 
right hand and pulling a centaur by his hair with her left hand.25 Again, this woman bears no 
attributes of either goddess but it is assumed she is Minerva or, as argued by Stanley Meltzoff, 
Venus disguised as Minerva.26 A cupid sits upon the centaur’s back and has bound the creature’s 
hands behind him; this motif is known as the Centaur Bound by Love and has its sources in 
ancient sarcophagi, but it is not known what specific ancient source may have been available to 
Botticelli.27 Another winged cupid is seated on the ground, to the far right, breaking a bow, 
which Meltzoff believes to belong to the centaur; near the seated cupid is a quiver with two 
																																								 																				
23 Stephen Campbell, The Cabinet of Eros: Renaissance Mythological Painting and the Studiolo of Isabella d’Este 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 156. 
24 Meltzoff, 168. Meltzoff conducted an extensive study of the fictive reliefs in the painting; the result was an 
inventory of subjects and locations within the architecture of the work. The relief of Venus-Minerva Leads Centaur 
Bound by Love is located in Architrave 6. 
25 Ibid., 168. 
26 Ibid., 168-69. 
27 Ibid., 173.  
	
160	
arrows. The centaur’s face is not visible here but it is clear that this is a creature that has been 
mastered. Meltzoff correctly argues that the allegorical scene represents “wise, chaste love 
controlling brute passions.”28  
Although scholars have focused on the overall message of the Pallas and the Centaur 
imagery, they have neglected to discuss how the style and characterization of Botticelli’s centaur 
completely differentiates itself from any centaur-type illustrated before and after this painting. 
The centaur, here, is changed, transformed from its typical savage state to another level, one of 
sobriety and introspection as it heeds the warning of Pallas. This physical transformation also 
extends to a spiritual transformation and this is an example of the Neoplatonic ideal of the soul 
ascending to a higher level. 
 
Marsilio Ficino’s Neoplatonic Philosophy and Angelo Poliziano as Artistic Advisor 
The Neoplatonic interpretation of the centaur – as an embodiment of the internal struggle 
between man’s dual nature and the ability of man to transcend its bestial side – can be explained 
via the ideals of Renaissance Platonism and how these ideals were applied to Renaissance 
imagery. Paul Oskar Kristeller observes that Renaissance Platonism was not solely based on the 
well-preserved teachings of Plato; instead, it was a synthesis of philosophical writings gathered 
from several philosophers and Church Fathers, including Aristotle, Posidonius, Hermes 
Trismegistus, Origen, and Plotinus.29 Kristeller’s invaluable essays detail the evolution of 
philosophy from antiquity through the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. He notes that 
Renaissance Platonism had its primary roots in the philosophical Platonism of Ammonius Saccas 
and his pupil, Plotinus, in 3rd-century Alexandria: 
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This school, which called itself Platonic, and which modern historians have named 
Neoplatonic to emphasize its differences from Plato, chose Plato’s dialogues for its chief 
philosophical authority, but tried to fit Plato’s scattered doctrines into a coherent system 
and to incorporate in it other ideas derived from the Stoics and especially from Aristotle. 
As a comprehensive synthesis of Greek thought, Neoplatonism thus dominated the latest 
phase of the ancient philosophy and bequeathed its heritage to subsequent ages…To the 
genius elements derived from Plato, Plotinus added a more explicit emphasis on a 
hierarchical universe that descends through several levels from the transcendent God or 
One to the corporeal world, and on an inner, spiritual experience that enables the self to 
re-ascend through the intelligible world to that supreme One.30 
 
The principal exponent of Neoplatonic philosophy in fifteenth-century Italy was Marsilio Ficino, 
whose letters and writings were circulated throughout Europe. Kristeller defines Ficino’s 
achievements thus: 
Assigning to the human soul the central place in the hierarchy of the universe, he gave a 
metaphysical expression to a notion dear to his humanist predecessors; whereas his 
doctrine of spiritual love in Plato’s sense, for which he coined the term Platonic love, 
became one of the most popular concepts of later Renaissance literature. His emphasis on 
the inner ascent of the soul towards God through contemplation links him with the 
mystics, whereas his doctrine of the unity of the world brought about by the soul 
influenced the natural philosophers of the sixteenth century.31 
 
The relevance of Ficino’s philosophical essays to the Neoplatonic reading of late-
Quattrocento centaur imagery is that they contribute to an artistic advisor’s unique understanding 
of the creature’s dual nature. The existence of centaurs was not a question in the minds of 
Renaissance philosophers. Rather, the idea was to deconstruct the concept of the centaur, in that 
it acted as a metaphor for man; one must recognize that within man two sides coexisted: the 
civilized and the bestial. Therefore, centaurs – as seen through a Neoplatonic lens – referenced 
man’s base instincts, or animal natures. The educated humanist, by applying Neoplatonic 
philosophy to his thoughts and actions, understood how men should respond to these lowly urges 
and instincts: one could either descend and indulge in these instincts without attempting to 
rationalize them, or one could use his intellect to transcend and quell these urges, thereby 
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ascending to a more spiritual or divine level. Ficino himself questions the beastly, irrational side 
of man in a letter written to his friend and pupil, the poet and philosopher Giovanni Nesi (1456-
1520):  
I believe – and with no empty faith – that we are of divine origin. Yet, if we are divine, 
why do we often lead a life similar to that of a beast? It is because the natural condition 
of this region determines that we use sense like an animal long before we use reason like 
men. Furthermore, far more numerous and more obvious inducements present themselves 
to our senses than to our minds. Lastly, the man in us is one, but the beasts are many. 32  
 
It is that last line that validates the connection between human and centaur and explains that 
while humans are partly beasts, the centaur is also half human, and, therefore, is capable of 
human emotions, such as love and tenderness, as well as human traits such as empathy and 
reasoning.  Ficino’s Neoplatonic treatises and the philosophers and humanists in his circle clearly 
provided artists with advice on how to integrate philosophical subtexts into classically inspired 
imagery. Although the subject of artistic advisors during the Renaissance has long been debated, 
there is extant documentation naming at least one humanist poet as aiding artists in this manner: 
Angelo Poliziano. 
Poliziano’s impact on the mythological works of the 1470s through the early 1490s is 
without question: he had access to a vast library of classical and contemporary texts and his 
expert knowledge of ancient sources allowed him to serve as artistic advisor to many artists 
under Medici patronage, such as Botticelli, Domenico Ghirlandaio, Filippino Lippi, and, of 
course, Michelangelo. Moreover, Poliziano may have provided inspiration through ideas and 
descriptions similar to those that appear in his poem Stanze per le giostra (begun in 1476 and 
dedicated to Giuliano de’ Medici), which is believed to have inspired some of the celebrated 
imagery depicted in Botticelli’s Primavera, the Birth of Venus, and Venus and Mars, as well as 
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Raphael’s Galatea. These images, clearly depicting pagan subjects, were not a reflection of anti-
Christian beliefs; they were a celebration of texts and art works of the classical past.33   
Poliziano, a native of the Tuscan town Montepulciano, was born Agnolo Ambrogini in 
1454 and orphaned at the age of ten. He was sent to live in the Medici household in Florence, 
where he rapidly excelled in Greek and Latin studies. The weight of Lorenzo’s import as patron 
of the arts and humanities is best exemplified in a letter from Ficino, wherein he not only praises 
Lorenzo’s patronage of humanist studies but also his kindness in taking in the young orphan 
Poliziano, recognizing his sharp intellect, and cultivating the youth’s interests in classical 
studies: 
Almost all other rich men support servants of pleasure, but you support priests of the 
Muses. I pray you, continue, my Lorenzo, for those others will end up as the slaves of 
pleasure whereas you will become the delight of the Muses. It was due to you that 
Homer, the high priest of the Muses, came into Italy, and someone who was till now a 
wanderer and a beggar has at last found with you sweet hospitality. You are supporting in 
your home that young Homeric scholar, Angelo Poliziano, so that he may put the Greek 
face of Homer into Latin colors.34 
 
Excelling as both poet and philologist, Poliziano became one of the great scholars in Lorenzo de’ 
Medici’s “unofficial” court. Lorenzo embraced Poliziano, bringing him into his circle of 
scholars, poets, and artists, where he flourished and secured the friendships of the great 
philosophers: Ficino, Cristoforo Landino, and Count Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.  
Humanists played a key role in the subject matter for secular art, specifically 
mythological inspired artworks. Their ability to translate and comprehend elements of 
mythological and classical stories and to assist artists who infused such details into their work 
demonstrates the unique function of the humanist as artistic advisor. Although there has been 
debate regarding the influence of artistic advisors on artists and their artworks, more than enough 
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evidence exists in the artworks themselves to suggest that while a few Renaissance artists may 
have had some knowledge of classical literature, the majority of them relied on the assistance or 
advice of a scholar well versed in ancient texts.35  Charles Hope argues that there is no classical 
precedent for artistic advisors and while there is little primary documentation of artistic advisors 
consulting on complex iconographical programs during the Renaissance, he concludes that 
humanists did provide artists with assistance on classical texts when needed, as is the case with 
Botticelli’s The Calumny (fig. 6.7).36 Regarding Poliziano, extant documentation states that he 
advised the young Michelangelo, whose early years were spent residing within the Medici 
Palace, Lorenzo himself having taken the young Michelangelo under his wing. Poliziano was the 
primary classical source for Michelangelo’s Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs. Condivi wrote 
that while Poliziano and Michelangelo were living at the Medici palace, around 1491 or 1492, 
the poet was very fond of the young artist and spoke with him often:  
This man [Poliziano] recognizing the lofty spirit of Michelangelo loved him exceedingly, 
and little as he needed it, spurred him on in his studies, always explaining things to him 
and giving him subjects. One day, amongst others, he suggested “The Rape of Deianira” 
and the “Battle of the Centaurs,” telling him the whole story in detail. Michelangelo set 
himself to carve it in marble in mezzo rilievo, and so well did he succeed, that I remember 
to have heard him say that when he saw it again he recognized how much wrong he had 
done to his nature in not following promptly the art of sculpture, judging by that work 
how well he might have succeeded…this particular work may still be seen in Florence in 
his house; the figures are about two palms high.37  
 
Condivi’s claim that Poliziano was “always giving him [Michelangelo] subjects” and that 
Poliziano had suggested the aforementioned myths “amongst others” suggests that the poet had 
offered artistic advice on numerous occasions. Furthermore, Poliziano – in his own words – 
spoke of the “people aggressively pressuring” him for literary inspiration:  
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For if anyone wants a motto fit to be read on the hilt of a sword or the signet of a ring, if 
anyone wants a line of verse for a bed or a bedroom, if anyone wants something 
distinctive (not for silver, mind you, but for pottery pure and simple!), then straightway 
he dashes over to Poliziano. And already you can see that every wall has been smeared 
by me with diverse themes and inscriptions.38   
 
Aby Warburg was among the first to piece together the parallels between Poliziano’s 
poetry and Botticelli’s mythologies in his 1893 essay “Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus and 
Spring: An Examination of Concepts of Antiquity in the Italian Early Renaissance,” in which he 
outright stated “Poliziano was Botticelli’s humanist advisor.”39 Ernst Gombrich, Stanley 
Meltzoff, Charles Dempsey, and Vladimír Juřen also note Poliziano and Ficino’s influence in 
Botticelli’s mythologically inspired works.40 Juřen argues that the satyr (or pan) holding the 
conch shell in Botticelli’s Mars and Venus demonstrates a “direct collaboration” between the 
artist and Poliziano.41 Botticelli, although imbued with a gifted imagination and a penchant for 
creating inventive compositions, was not a man of letters, nor did he read Greek or Latin. 
Therefore, it can be assumed that any knowledge Botticelli had of ancient texts came from 
scholars well versed in ancient literature. This is particularly the case for the centaur family relief 
in his The Calumny. 
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The Familial Bonds of Centaur Families in the Paintings of Botticelli and Falconetto  
The tender, nurturing familial bonds exhibited by centaurs and their offspring can be 
found in Botticelli’s The Calumny (fig. 6.7) and Falconetto’s fresco of Leo (fig. 6.15-16) in the 
Sala del Zodiaco, Palazzo d’Arco, in Mantua. The premise for such unusual imagery originated 
with Lucian’s (ca. 120–190 CE) praise for the unorthodox Greek painter Zeuxis and a detailed 
description of Zeuxis’ painting of a centaur family: 
Zeuxis, that preeminent artist, avoided painting popular and hackneyed themes as far as 
he could (I mean heroes, gods, wars); he was always aiming at novelty, and whenever he 
thought up something unheard of and strange he showed the precision of his 
craftsmanship by depicting it. Among the bold innovations of Zeuxis was his painting of 
a female Hippocentaur, one moreover that was feeding twin Hippocentaur children, no 
more than babies…The centaur herself is depicted lying on fresh young grass with all the 
horse part of her on the ground. Her feet are stretched behind her. The human part is 
slightly raised up on her elbows. Her fore-feet are not now stretched out, as you might 
expect with one lying on her side; one foot is bent with the hoof drawn under like one 
who kneels, while the other on the other hand is beginning to straighten and is taking a 
grip on the ground, as is the case with horses striving to spring up. She holds one of her 
offspring aloft in her arms, giving it the breast in human fashion; the other she suckles 
from her mare’s teat like an animal. Towards the top of the picture…is a Hippocentaur, 
clearly the husband of her who is feeding her children in two ways. He is leaning down 
and laughing…He holds aloft in his right hand a lion’s whelp, suspending it above his 
head to frighten the children in fun…[The] husband is completely frightening and 
absolutely wild; he has a proud mane, being almost completely covered in hair – not only 
the horse part of him but his human chest as well and especially his shoulders, and his 
glance, although he is laughing, is altogether savage, wild, and of the hills. Such then is 
the husband. The horse part of the female he made is most beautiful, with a strong 
resemblance to Thessalian fillies when they are still untamed and virgin. The top half is 
that of a very beautiful woman, apart from the ears, which alone of her features are those 
of a satyr. The union and junction of bodies whereby the horse part is fused with the 
woman part and joined to it is effected by a gradual change, with no abrupt transition…In 
the case of the young, their babyhood is wild and already fearsome in its gentleness. I 
admired the very baby-like way in which the both young were looking up at the lion cub 
as they sucked at the nipple, holding close and nestling against their mother.42 
 
Lucian’s complex and extremely detailed account of this work (he saw a copy of the 
original painting) is the established model for Botticelli’s small but significant fictive relief (fig. 
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6.9) within one of the bases of The Calumny.43 Although Botticelli and other artists knew of 
Lucian’s description, recounted in Alberti’s treatise On Painting, it is possible that Poliziano, 
who was known to have associated with the Medici artists of the day, would have proposed or at 
least elaborated on this ancient text with Botticelli years earlier during the height of the Medici 
“court.”44 Nevertheless, Botticelli did not adhere to all of the details in Lucian’s text.  
The pictorial relief, one of several depicting various images, displays a gold background 
while the figures are outlined in an opaque color simulating relief sculpture. The relief replaces 
the Hippocentaur children described in Lucian’s text with satyr children, perhaps an inventive 
touch on Botticelli’s part. Furthermore, while one satyr twin suckles at the centauress’ breast, the 
other rests on the mother’s hindquarters and lower rump, unlike Lucian’s description where the 
other twin centaur is sucking on the centauress’ “mare teat like an animal.” Nevertheless, the 
scene exhibits the loving nature of both animals and humans. The pater centaur dangles a lion’s 
cub before his family but the satyr children are unafraid; the one child continues to suckle on the 
centauress’ breast as it eagerly reaches up to touch the cub. The interaction between the parents 
and the children demonstrates strong familial bonds, compassion, and affection that are typically 
not associated with centaurs. 
While male centaurs are more prevalent in Italian Renaissance art, centauresses 
occasionally appear in artworks. It is possible that Botticelli based his centauress figure on one 
found in two cassoni reliefs (fig. 6.10), which may have been executed in Florence. The first 
cassone, located in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, illustrates relief imagery that 
pertains to the myth of Proserpina’s abduction by Pluto: the far left of the composition features 
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Ceres, driving her dragon-led chariot through a forest – inhabited by satyrs and centaurs – in 
search of her daughter. The central panel presents musical satyrs, and the far right illustrates a 
tree bearing a shield and a helmet, next to which is a figural group (fig. 6.11) comprised of a 
centauress, kneeling on her haunches and tenderly stroking a lion cub as she gazes toward the 
creature affectionately, and two musical satyrs, who serenade them with flute and panpipes. A 
similar cassone (fig. 6.12), along with its companion illustrating Proserpina’s abduction, is 
located at the Philadelphia Museum of Art; it presents imagery that is nearly identical to the 
chest in the Metropolitan Museum. However, the Philadelphia cassone features a centaur child as 
opposed to a lion cub. This scene shows the centauress, again, kneeling on her haunches but here 
she leans forward and embraces her child. The scenes on both cassoni are reminiscent of 
Lucian’s motherly description of the centauress affectionately nurturing her children. The 
Metropolitan Museum wedding chest, dating to 1485-90, and the Philadelphia Museum chest, 
dating 1475-1500, may have been known to Botticelli and utilized as models for the female 
centaur. 
Meltzoff argues that the most probable visual model for Botticelli’s nursing centauress 
was a Dionysiac sarcophagus, or more than one that would have been available at that time, that 
Friedrich Matz identified and is located in the Vatican Museum, Galleria dei Candelabri 
(fig.6.13).45 While the detail (fig. 6.14) of the centaur standing alongside the centauress, who 
nurses her centaur child by breast, would have been an excellent model, and it is very similar in 
style to the centauress and child in the Philadelphia Museum example, it is unclear whether this 
particular vessel was available to Renaissance audiences during the late Quattrocento. Bober and 
Rubenstein do not include it in their inventory of known ancient objects in the Renaissance. 
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However, since Bober and Rubenstein omitted at least one other known work, the Sarcophagus 
of Julius Lucarius Sabinus in the Camposanto, Pisa (visual evidence from the late-fifteenth 
century confirms that this vessel was known to artists, namely Botticelli, during the period), it is 
possible that they overlooked other examples.46 
Lucian’s centaur family is illustrated again, some twenty years after Botticelli’s painting, 
in Giovanni Maria Falconetto’s (1468-1535) Leo fresco cycle in the Sala dello Zodiaco, Palazzo 
d’Arco, in Mantua (fig. 6.15).47 The Leo fresco, one of the twelve frescoed zodiac images 
displayed throughout the room, takes up nearly the height of the wall; the centaur family is 
painted in grisaille in the lower register. This time the artist omits the father centaur holding the 
lion cub; the focus is on the centauress nursing her two young centaurs (fig. 6.16); however, this, 
too, deviates from Lucian’s description in that it appears that both centaur twins are nursing from 
the centauress’ breasts, as opposed to breast and “mare teat.” Consequently this humanizes the 
creatures even more since they feed from their mother as humans, thereby forsaking the bestial 
element.  
The position of the centauress, who bends down onto her front forelegs to better reach her 
offspring, is reminiscent of the centauress and centaur child in a Louvre sarcophagus relief 
illustrating the myth of Dionysus and Ariadne (figs. 6.17 and 6.18). This particular sarcophagus 
could not have been the model for Falconetto’s, or even Botticelli’s, centaur family since it was 
only discovered in 1805, in the Gironde region of France;48 however, it is plausible that other 
examples of centaur families on sarcophagi were available to Renaissance artists during the late 
Quattrocento. Both Botticelli and Falconetto present a rarely depicted and unusually captivating 
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familial scene; yet, the tenderest moments between female and male centaurs are to be found in 
the images of Piero di Cosimo. 
 
Civility, Compassion, and Love among Piero di Cosimo’s Centaurs 
Alison Wright argues that it was no coincidence that after Lucretius’ poem De rerum 
natura appeared in print in the 1470s, centaur imagery became more prevalent in Florentine art.49 
Lucretius’ text – widely known during the late Quattrocento – was the primary inspiration for 
Piero di Cosimo’s pendant spalliera panel paintings The Hunt (fig. 6.19) and The Return from 
the Hunt (fig. 6.20).50 Commissioned by the prominent Florentine wool merchant Francesco di 
Filippo di Francesco del Pugliese (1458-1519), most likely for his marriage to Alessandra di 
Dominico Bonsi in 1485, the works are an imaginative and unprecedented visual representation 
of pre-civilization, which included all manner of men and beasts, including centaurs and satyrs.51 
Lucretius’ stance on the possibility of centaurs (or hybrid creatures, in general) was clear: 
But Centaurs never existed, nor at any time can there be creatures of double nature and 
twofold body combined together of incompatible limbs, such that the powers of the two 
halves can be balanced. Here is a proof that will convince the dullest wit. Firstly, the 
horse is at the best of his vigor when three years have passed round, not so the boy by any 
means, for even at this time he will often in sleep seek his mother’s milky breast. 
Afterwards, when the strong powers of the horse are failing in old age and his body faints 
as life recedes, then is the time of the flower of boyhood, when youth is beginning and is 
clothing the cheeks with soft down. I say this that you may not believe that Centaurs can 
be formed or be, composed of man and the seed of the burden-bearing horse, or that 
Scylla can exist with body half fish and a girdle of ravening dogs, and all other such 
monsters in which we see the members to be incompatible, which are not in their prime 
together, nor come to their bodily strength together, nor lose strength in old age, nor burn 
																																								 																				
49 Rubin and Wright, 284. 
50 For the most recent monographs, essays, and exhibition catalogs on Piero di Cosimo see Dennis Geronimus and 
Michael Kwakkelstein, Piero di Cosimo: Painter of Faith and Fable (Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill 
NV, 2019); The Poetry of Painting, ed. Hirschauer and Geronimus; Piero di Cosimo: Pittore eccentrico fra 
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51 Geronimus, Piero di Cosimo: Visions Beautiful and Strange, 124.  
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with passion alike, nor agree in habits, nor find the same things pleasant for their 
bodies.52 
 
Even though Lucretius’ text expounds upon the impossibility of centaurs, by providing an 
explanatory thesis he acknowledges their relevance or, at the very least, the idea that there were 
those who, in fact, may have supported their existence. Lucretius, therefore, feels compelled to 
deconstruct the centaur’s physical and emotional makeup by making comparisons between the 
life stages of a horse and a man. His essays resonated with Renaissance humanists; regardless of 
the physical improbability of centaurs, Renaissance artists and audiences delighted in their 
imagery and dared to contemplate the underlying meaning of two-natured beings. 
 Piero’s paintings The Hunt and The Return from the Hunt, like Botticelli’s Pallas and the 
Centaur, have no precedent in prior artworks. Erwin Panofsky argued that both paintings, as well 
as three others – Forest Fire, The Finding of Vulcan on Lemnos, and Vulcan and Aeolus – 
belonged to a series, the subject of which Panofsky believed to be the evolution of humankind 
and what he termed a “hard primitivism”; accordingly, the ability to create and harness fire, and 
learning to exist in – and function in – communities, were underlying themes in these works.53 
However, modern scholars like Sharon Fermor and Dennis Geronimus concur that while the 
Hunt paintings were most certainly pendant spalliera panels, based on stylistic and thematic 
grounds they disagree with Panofsky’s theory and assert that the Hunt paintings were not 
conceived as a series that included the other aforementioned works.54  
																																								 																				
52 Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, book 5: 878-900. For an in-depth discussion on Ovid’s response to Lucretius’ 
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Empedokles in Piero di Cosimo,” in Piero di Cosimo: Painter of Faith and Fable, 189-209. 
53 Erwin Panofsky, “The Early History of Man in Two Cycles of Paintings by Piero di Cosimo,” in Studies in 
Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (1939; reprinted Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1972), 
33-67. 
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Piero, an intriguing figure, was much criticized by Vasari for his eccentric behavior. 
Vasari writes that after the death of Cosimo Rosselli (1439-1507), Piero’s beloved mentor, Piero 
became reclusive and his strange behaviors increased: “he [Piero] remained indoors most of the 
time and wouldn’t allow himself to be seen while working; he maintained a life that was more 
like that of a beast than a man.”55 Vasari goes on to say that Piero had an unusual imagination 
where he conjured up scenes from stains on walls and from the shapes of clouds. These 
eccentricities may have fueled his desire to create images that were uncommon and daring.  
The Hunt, with its fiery and chaotic imagery, only touches upon the activity of centaurs. 
The scene is full of violence and action with wild beasts attacking each other, primitive humans 
grappling with their prey, satyrs using clubs to subdue lions and other creatures, and, finally, two 
centaurs (fig. 6.21) shown in the far right background running off with their own quarry. This 
hellish landscape features men and hybrids in a primordial landscape coexisting as predators 
catching their prey and surviving on bestial instincts.56 Lucretius’ text describes the early 
existence of humanity where humans were yet untamed and, therefore, uncivilized like beasts. It 
is a dark, dismal, and barbaric sight; however, the depiction of humans, satyrs, and centaurs in a 
situation where they are not working against each other, or so it seems, is compelling. Here, in 
this primordial landscape, fire propels humans and hybrids to work side-by-side, as the forest of 
flames flushes all manner of creatures – prey – from their hidden homes.  
A possible, if somewhat exaggerated, explanation for Piero’s fantastic and exciting 
imagery is mentioned in Vasari’s text, where he states that “Piero would sometimes stop to 
consider a wall, where, for the longest time sick people would aim their spit; Piero would 
contemplate this spit-riddled wall and see battles among cavalry and the most fantastic cities and 
																																								 																				
55 Vasari, ed. Milanesi, 4:133; Louis Alexander Waldman, “Fact, Fiction, Hearsay: Notes on Vasari's Life of Piero di 
Cosimo,” The Art Bulletin 82 (2000): 171-79. 
56 Panofsky, 53; Luchs, “Creatures Great, Small, and Hybrid,” 64. 
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the largest countries that could ever be seen; he also saw these images in the clouds in the sky.”57 
Like the clouds in Piero’s imagination, clouds spewing forth fire-igniting lighting are mentioned 
in Lucretius’ text where he observes even the minutest details of nature’s ferocity and the 
destructive forces of fire:  
If a cloud which is more dry than ordinary, receives the lightening, it is at once set on 
fire, and scorched up with a loud sound; such as is heard if a flame, on any occasion, 
spreads over hills covered with laurel, burning it up with great fury, and impelled by a 
storm of wind. Nor does any substance burn with a more startling sound, as the flame 
crackles among its boughs, than the Delphic laurel of Phoebus.58 
 
 The Return from the Hunt reveals a calmer landscape, yet the fiery wilderness is still 
visible in the distance, on the left side of the composition; the progression of humans – and 
centaurs – is evident in the familial bonds and relationships that have been established. Humans 
and hybrids are working alongside one another bringing their quarry off boats and onto land.59 
These are scenes of humans and hybrids cohabitating peacefully; the imagery recognizes the 
beast in both humans and hybrids. Of course, this is a departure from Lucretius’ text, which 
clearly denies the existence of hybrid creatures.60 Still, Piero reveals the nurturing side of both 
early humans and centaurs.  
The central scene presents two human women seated on the boat and hovering 
protectively over an orphaned cub. To the right, a man reaches out his arms to gently help a 
woman disembark from another boat; to the far right (fig. 6.22), a centaur looks back lovingly 
toward the human woman who is seated on the creature’s back.61 The manner in which they gaze 
upon one another and the pose of the woman suggests she has not been forced upon the centaur 
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against her will. Furthermore, their interaction is indicative of a more intimate bond, which 
alludes to the mingling of both hybrid and human in a voluntary manner: a far cry from the 
typical abduction/rape imagery showing centaurs ravaging nymphs or maidens.62 
 As Fermor notes, Piero realizes Lucretius’ stages of humanity by emphasizing the 
introduction of fire in The Hunt, where the wilderness is engulfed in flames thereby causing the 
animals to escape in fear and leading them into the grips of hungry humans, satyrs, and centaurs; 
the second stage, in The Return from the Hunt, presents a different landscape, where the sea is 
predominant and humans have discovered the art of boat-building.63 Humans are dressed in more 
fashionable animal skins and they adorn themselves with other accouterments like hair 
accessories: Piero decorates his centaur with a deep red hair wrap. Geronimus correctly argues 
that both paintings represent situations that are occurring simultaneously and not in separate 
stages of evolution; he concludes that the moralizing theme of both works is “one of rugged 
antimaterialism, privileging humankind’s most elemental, essential nature over the vain 
ambitions, hypocrisy, and political subterfuge of contemporary life.”64 Where then, do hybrid 
creatures fit into Piero’s evolutionary imagery? According to Fermor, “the introduction of satyrs 
and centaurs exploits Piero’s fantasia, his ability to make the imaginary real.”65 Perhaps Piero’s 
imaginative scenes reinvent Lucretius’ text to suggest that hybrids did coexist with humans at the 
dawn of civilization or perhaps Piero’s penchant for imagining fantastic creatures served to 
infuse these works with an otherworldly dimension where the unbelievable could exist and 
thrive. 
While the tender display between the centaur and the woman in The Return from the 
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Hunt discloses Piero’s fanciful relationships between centaurs and humans, Piero’s most 
unusually emotional imagery involving centaurs is found in The Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs 
(fig. 2.23). Piero’s skillfully executed work combines the brutality of battle with the tenderness 
and emotional turmoil of loss and love. As discussed previously in chapter two, no image of the 
Centauromachy is as faithful to Ovid’s text as Piero’s Battle. Book 12 of the Metamorphosis 
reveals startling details of bloodshed and battle and it is clear that Piero followed Ovid’s text to 
the letter, most certainly with the aid of an artistic advisor well versed with the original Latin 
text.66 Piero manages to capture each minute detail down to the “grotto sheltered by high 
foliage.” It is not the initial scene of calm, festive, and agreeable guests mingling with one 
another in the grotto that Piero presents to the viewer. In fact, the calm before the storm in this 
myth has never been illustrated.    
Piero has depicted the melee itself – previously discussed in chapter two – albeit with one 
additional and crucial scene that had never before been visualized: the mourning scene between 
the centauress Hylonome and her deceased lover, the centaur Cyllarus (fig. 6.23). The tender, yet 
tragic scene appears as the focal point of the composition, thereby pushing the battle to the 
fringes and making it of secondary importance.67 Ovid’s text presents a brief but romantic 
account describing the uncharacteristic beauty of both centaurs and their courtship. He describes 
Cyllarus as “beautiful, his beard, just growing in, was golden in its color, like the hair that fell 
straight from his shoulders to his flanks; he had a gratifying vigor of expression and you would 
praise all of his human parts – his graceful neck, his shoulders, hands, and torso – as equal to an 
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artist’s masterpiece.”68  
Ovid’s description of Cyllarus’ beauty as an “artist’s masterpiece” gives credence to 
Piero’s own visualization of the centaur. Ovid’s description of Hylonome was no less satisfying: 
“she would run a comb through her long tresses, and twine them with rosemary, violets, or roses 
– even lilies, now and then; and twice a day she washed her face beneath the waters of a font 
near Pegasa…and never would you find Hylonome dressed unbecomingly, in anything but well-
matched pelts.”69 Ovid’s vivid account of Hylonome and Cyllarus details their love story and 
their tragic end:  
Many there were, among the centaur folk, 
who sought him [Cyllarus] for a lover; only one, 
Hylonome, succeeded, captured him, 
the comeliest of females in that tribe 
of savages who dwelled in the woods; 
and by alluring him and loving him 
and whispering sweet nothings in his ear; 
maintained her own exclusive hold on him… 
Their love was mutual… 
now they were at the Lapith feast together, 
and stood by on another, fiercely fighting; 
from the left side, there came a javelin 
that entered you, Cyllarus, 
just at the sternum: a slight wound to the heart, 
but heart and body all the same grew cold, 
after the weapon was removed.  
At once Hylonome knelt by her dying lover, 
and pressed her hand against the bleeding wound 
and placed her lips on his, and so attempted 
to keep his soul from exiting his body; 
but when she realized that he was dead, 
she took the spear with which he had been slain… 
she fell upon it and in death embraced her lover.70 
 
Piero’s vivid visual account of Ovid’s text is a similarly moving evocation of pure and profound 
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love. He captures that tragic moment where Cyllarus has been killed in battle and lies dying in 
the arms of his beloved Hylonome. The spear, which Piero strategically places below Cyllarus’ 
body, is a symbol of his demise – and it foretells Hylonome’s fate. Hylonome cradles Cyllarus’ 
head in her arm, her mouth close to his as if she is also trying to breathe life into his body while 
she attempts to keep his soul from departing. As she cradles Cyllarus, the gossamer sheath 
draped across her right shoulder is wound around Cyllarus’ chest; Hylonome grasps a bunch of 
the sheath, now soaked with Cyllarus’ blood, and holds it over his shoulder. 
Like Ovid’s literal account, Piero’s is visual poetry. He captures the pathos of the scene 
magnificently through Hylonome’s facial expression, an intense tightening of her facial features 
as she focuses intently on keeping Cyllarus alive; she is drowning in agony. Omitted from the 
painting is the next moment in the story when Hylonome, in an act of unquenchable grief and 
finality, thrusts the spear into her own chest. The battle continues around the couple, encircling 
them like a halo, yet the last embrace of Hylonome and Cyllarus is an intimate moment 
untouched by the chaos surrounding them. This is a crucial scene that draws in the viewer with 
its remarkable expression of love, grief, and compassion; these are sentiments typically foreign 
to the actions and characters of centaurs. As Geronimus so eloquently states: “he [Piero] seems 
to have regarded animals and mythical hybrids as possessing instincts and sincerity of emotion 
far beyond human range.”71 The tender scene set among the savagery of battle is the one 
“positive” in a sea of negatives. 
Fermor argues that a contrast can be made between the drunken, lust-driven appetites of 
the centaurs abducting Hippodamia and other Lapith women and the “conjugal love” and mutual 
devotion expressed between Hylonome and Cyllarus; therefore, the work can be read 
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allegorically as the “civilizing or pacifying effect of love.”72 Luchs also observes Piero’s 
“sympathy” for the couple and hybrid creatures, in general; Luchs claims Piero’s figures 
Hylonome and Cyllarus are a “model of conjugal devotion” and the imagery would have been 
fitting and fascinating for a nuptial chamber.73 For Piero, this is more than just a battle scene; it is 
a love scene between two fanciful creatures that should not – and do not – exist in the world, yet 
they exist in his world as two hybrids displaying emotions of love and mourning typical of 
human emotions.74  
The figures of Hylonome and Cyllarus in this painting embody the spirit of Neoplatonic 
philosophy: the belief that the soul has the ability to ascend. Piero’s work exemplifies the 
concept of the “civilized” centaur. Amid the circle of brutality and savagery taking place, 
Hylonome and Cyllarus are alone in their grief and demonstrate that centaurs do, indeed, possess 
the ability to love and to grieve, to express emotion, tenderness, civility, compassion, and 
rationality. Geronimus notes that Piero’s contrast between the combatting centaurs and 
Hylonome and Cyllarus “reveals both the lowest and highest of the centaur’s instincts” and 
Luchs rightly argues that Piero’s sensitive rendering of centaurs – and all hybrid creatures – 
would have caused Renaissance audiences to reevaluate the character of such creatures, perhaps 
seeing them in a new light.75 In the Renaissance, the centaur is allowed to evolve. He is at once a 
symbol of the classical past – a beast, a man, and a combination of several forces – but seen 
through a Neoplatonic lens, this creature has the ability to rise above his base instincts to reach a 
level of spirituality. 
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The centaur type featured in this chapter – centaurs capable of love, compassion, 
tenderness, submission, and familial devotion – is one that has received little attention. This is 
most likely due to the dearth of images illustrating “civilized” and sensitive centaurs. 
Nevertheless, the sensitive creatures portrayed in the paintings of Botticelli, Falconetto, and 
Piero di Cosimo provided audiences with an alternative view of the centaur, one that reveals 
“positive” centaur characteristics and images that were certainly inspired by the Neoplatonic 
philosophy that was widely discussed during the late Quattrocento. Marsilio Ficino and Angelo 
Poliziano were but two erudite scholars who consulted with patrons and artists about ancient 
texts and how they should be interpreted in artworks. This influence is evident in the works 
themselves. 
The loving nature of centaurs existed only briefly in artworks; however, positive centaur 
imagery continued to flourish through the expressed mythological imagery of Chiron, the wise 
centaur healer. Chapter seven analyzes images of Chiron and his celestial counterpart Sagittarius 
throughout the Italian Renaissance. Chiron imagery represents the final aspect of the civilized 












Chiron: Magister of Medicine, Sage, and Humanist Educator  
 
 
Celebrated as the wise centaur-healer and magister of medicine, Chiron was frequently 
included in herbariums and illuminated manuscripts from antiquity through the Renaissance. 
While this chapter addresses Chiron’s continued association with the healing properties of plants 
and the study of medicine in Renaissance imagery, the primary focus is his role as the exemplary 
humanist educator and advisor to princes and heroes. A Neoplatonic interpretation can be made 
for Chiron as representing the highest intellect, transcending material desires of the physical 
body, and embodying Marsilio Ficino’s idea of the elevation of the soul. Chiron epitomizes the 
concept of reason overcoming base instinct; his benevolence is rewarded upon his death, when 
Jupiter releases Chiron’s soul into the heavens, thereby transforming him into the constellation 
Sagittarius. Sagittarian images, like other signs of the zodiac, were frequent in Renaissance art 
and while a few specific images will be discussed here for their inventiveness, the vast majority 
represents a common prototype and belongs to a discussion on astrology in the Renaissance. 
Educated Renaissance audiences understood Chiron’s teachings as symbolic of the “ideal 
humanist education”: he was tutor to princes and heroes; a creature associated with scientific 
learning, as well as martial and musical arts; and lastly, he mirrored the Renaissance patron’s 
own passion for cultivating an enlightened mind through patience, wisdom, forethought, and 
courage.1 A plethora of Chiron imagery executed between 1300 and 1600, particularly works 
emphasizing his role as a father figure, educator, and skilled hunter/musician (common themes in 
palazzi décor), confirms the continued popularity of the wise centaur. Furthermore, this type of 
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narrative was most prevalent from the late Quattrocento through the mid-to-late-Cinquecento, 
highlighting the critical function of the tutor/advisor employed by powerful Renaissance 
families. Chiron as educator/mentor was a metaphor for humanist educators like Vittorino da 
Feltre (1378-1446), the famed humanist teacher whose students included Federigo da 
Montefeltro (1422-1482) and Ludovico Gonzaga (1412-1478), and, of course, Angelo Poliziano, 
whom Lorenzo de’ Medici took into his home and employed as tutor to his children. The interest 
in Chiron as educator, for Renaissance patrons, was the hope that Chiron would continue to 
inspire this type of erudition, wisdom, and heroism.  
 
Chiron the Healer: Magister of Medicinal Herbs 
The son of the Titan Saturn (Kronos) and the nymph Philyra and, therefore, half-brother 
to Jupiter, Chiron was a demi-god and an immortal. The celestial twins Apollo and Diana saw to 
Chiron’s education; he learned from them the arts of music, medicinal healing, and prophecy, as 
well as the skills of archery and hunting. Chiron was a renowned philosopher, but for late-
Quattrocento audiences it was his tutelage of heroic figures, such as his own grandson Peleus, his 
great-grandson Achilles, and the hero Jason, among other mythological figures, for which he was 
most celebrated.2  
Chiron’s character is unique in that it dramatically departs from the bestial nature of other 
centaurs by exhibiting the emotional and intellectual behaviors more closely associated with 
humans; his noble character is praised in the Achilleid, where Statius compares the amiable 
Chiron to his savage “brethren”: 
His [Chiron’s] lofty home bores deep into the mountain beneath the long, overarching 
vault of Pelion; part had been hollowed out by toil, part worn away by its own age. Yet 
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the images and couches of the gods are shown and the places that each had sanctified by 
his reclining and his sacred presence; within are the Centaur’s wide and lofty stalls, far 
different from those of his wicked brethren. Here are no spears that have tasted human 
blood, nor ashen clubs broken in festal conflict, nor mixing bowls shattered upon kindred 
foemen, but innocent quivers and mighty hides of beasts. These did he take while yet in 
the prime of age; but now, a warrior no more, his only toil was to learn the herbs that 
bring health to creatures doubting of their lives, or to describe to his pupil upon his lyre 
the heroes of old time.3 
 
Statius’ text underscores Chiron’s civilized nature and his predilection for healing. Although 
Homer, writing in the eighth century BCE, was among the first to attribute to Chiron the 
discovery, cultivation, and successful application of the science of herbs and drugs, for 
Renaissance audiences the most important texts to include Chiron’s knowledge of herbs and 
healing were Pliny the Elder’s Natural History and De materia medica of Dioscorides, both 
dating to the first century CE.4 Pliny, in his discussion of plants, explains how Chiron discovered 
and named several plants and vines, and some – such as chironium, centaurion, and chironia – 
were named for him.5 For this reason, Chiron’s image is often included among the healing herbs 
and plants described in herbariums, where the centaur is shown holding specific plants and/or 
presenting them to other figures. Renaissance audiences, particularly patrons who invested in 
manuscripts, understood and cherished medicinal treatises and herbariums decorated with images 
of Chiron presenting the moon goddess Diana with plants such as wormwood, dragonwort and 
mugwort (fig. 7.1), emphasizing the critical role of educator: Diana, once Chiron’s teacher, has 
assumed the role of student. Vessels associated with medicinal healing also depicted images of 
centaurs, such as the fourteenth-century southern Tuscan pharmacy jar (fig. 1.7; previously 
discussed in chapter one), which likely contained some type of herb or plant; since the jar was 
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intended for pharmaceutical purposes, the image of Chiron is appropriate. 
Pindar writes that Apollo entrusted his infant son, Asclepius, to Chiron, who reared the 
child and taught him the science of botany and the arts of medicinal healing and surgery.6 Images 
of Chiron together with Asclepius or with other notable physicians are found in the early 
herbariums that ended up in Renaissance collections. For example, the Florentine Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana holds a Medical Miscellany that is believed to have been assembled in 
antiquity and was circulated widely during the medieval period; the manuscript includes 
numerous illustrations dating to the late Swabian period (1194-1268) and attributed to artists 
active in the Campania region.7 One particular illustrated folio, included within the manuscript, 
is from the Herbarium Apulei (fig. 7.2); it shows a centaur, most likely Chiron, presenting a plant 
to a male figure, presumably Asclepius. Chiron appears to be instructing Asclepius on the 
healing properties of this plant, which is identified in the accompanying text as the herba erifion 
(rue).8 Although the text itself does not refer to the centaur as Chiron, it does identify him as the 
“magister of medicine” and Chiron is the only centaur in classical texts to fit this description.9 
Furthermore, this late-thirteenth-century treatise is based on the original fourth-century 
compilation known as the Herbarium Apulei Platonici traditum a Chirone Centauro, magistro 
																																								 																				
6 Pindar, Pythian Ode 3:45-54, for Chiron’s rearing and tutelage of Asclepius: “He [Apollo] took the child 
[Asclepius] and gave him to the centaur of Magnesia [Chiron] to teach him how to cure men of their painful 
infirmities. And so if any came to him [Asclepius] with chronic sores as constant companions, or with limbs 
wounded by the grey bronze or a far-flung stone, or whose body was wasted by summer fever or winter cold, he 
relieved them of their several pains and so restored them to health. Some he treated with emollient incantations, 
others with potions, and for others he applied salves all over their bodies, while others he set back on their feet by 
surgery.” 
7 Minta Collins, Medieval Herbals: The Illustrative Traditions (London: The British Library, 2000), 209, n252. 
Although Collins observes the Pluteo 73.16 manuscript is typically dated to the first half (second quarter) of the 13th 
century, Ida Giovanna Rao, 26, in her catalog entry “Medical Miscellany,” in The Library on Display, states that 
these illustrations were only recently dated to the Swabian period. 
8 Ann Van Arsdall, Medieval Herbal Remedies: The Old English Herbarium and Anglo-Saxon Medicine (New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 132, 203. Erifion, or rue, was believed to have healing properties that aided in lung disease. 
9 Rao, The Library on Display, 26. 
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Achillis; the original title itself acknowledges Chiron’s presence within the text.10   
Whether the human figure shown in this illustration is, indeed, Asclepius is questionable, 
as the manuscript contains several other human figures; nevertheless, the identity of the centaur 
as Chiron and the fact that he is instructing the male figure on the proper use of the herba erifion 
cannot be disputed. The illustrator fashions the centaur with a red garment draped across his 
chest and over his right shoulder and left trailing behind him. The clothing emphasizes the 
human aspect of the centaur, perhaps even referencing his divine status as the son of Saturn. The 
image is one of many contained within the manuscript, and each illustration is accompanied with 
a text noting “information on dosages and how to administer” the medicinal herbs described.11   
According to Hubert Jan de Vriend, initially the authorship of the Herbarium Apulei had 
been attributed to the Platonic philosopher Lucius Apuleius of Madaura (c. 125 CE); however, 
more recent scholarship has revealed the author to be the Pseudo-Apuleius or Apuleius 
Barbarus.12 The most widely accepted theory is that the author chose the name “Apuleius” of 
Madaura because the real Apuleius not only “repeatedly professed his worship of the god of 
medicine, Asclepius” but was also a priest of Asclepius; consequently, the work would be 
inextricably tied to the god and, therefore, considered the primary source of knowledge for the 
herbarium.13 This theory is supported by the portrait image included in the text, which presents 
the figures of Asclepius, Plato, and Chiron (fig. 7.3). The figure of “Plato” clearly references the 
																																								 																				
10 Malcolm Laurence Cameron, Anglo-Saxon Medicine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 68; Preface 
to The Old English Herbarium and Medicina de Quadrupedibus, ed. Hubert Jan de Vriend (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1984), vii.  
11 Cameron, 68. 
12 De Vriend, vii. For a more in-depth discussion on the authorship of this herbarium, see Linda Ehrsam Voigts, 
“The Significance of the Name Apuleius to the ‘Herbarium Apulei’,” Bulletin in the History of Medicine 52 no. 2 
(Summer 1978): 214-27. Voigts also argues that Apuleius of Madaura never once referred to himself as a physician, 
222. 
13 De Vriend, vii-viii. Voigts claims that scholars have “over-looked” the connection between Apuleius having been 
a priest of Asclepius and his alleged authorship of the book, 223-24. 
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Apuleius Platonicus included in the title, which, again, refers to the compiler of the text.14 The 
image shows “Plato,” the central figure and much larger than the others, receiving a book from 
Asclepius and Chiron. This is a clear reference to both Chiron and Asclepius bestowing upon 
Plato the universal knowledge of medicinal herbs and plants, which the latter has set down in 
text and image and compiled in his treatise. Thus, the ultimate guide to medicinal healing has 
been passed down from teacher to teacher, and from gods to mortals, a theme that resurfaces in 
the early-sixteenth-century image Chiron and Six Physicians (fig. 7.4).  
Chiron and Six Physicians, found in De materia medica, by Dioscorides (40-90 CE), of 
Anazarbos, is devoid of any narrative and simply presents all seven figures in a flat, two-
dimensional context. The subject itself may derive from a similar source in the Juliana Anicia 
Codex, also known as the Vienna Dioscorides or the Vienna De materia medica. This is the 
earliest known extant illustrated herbal codex, dating to approximately 513 CE and executed for 
the imperial princess Juliana Anicia of Constantinople (462-527).15 According to Minta Collins, 
folio v2 (fig. 7.5) of the Juliana Anicia Codex presents “a group of five physicians (Pamphilos, 
Xenocrates, Quintus Sextius Niger, Heracleides, and Mantias) presided over by the centaur 
Chiron… and by Machaon son of Asclepius, the god of healing”; yet, strangely, Asclepius 
himself is excluded from the scene.16 The Juliana Anicia Codex folio and the sixteenth-century 
illuminated folio are nearly identical. The men are shown in two vertical columns comprised of 
three individuals, each seated on a large stone, with the centaur Chiron seated among them in the 
top-central position. The illustrations on both folios are crude and static; each physician 
gesticulates expressing his interest and active participation in the conversation. The sixteenth-
century folio (fig. 7.4) lists the names of each figure just outside of the decorative border and, 
																																								 																				
14 Ibid. 
15 Collins, 39. 
16 Ibid., 42; 98, n80. 
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while many of the names are illegible, Asclepius’ son Machaon is clearly identified as the figure 
sitting at Chiron’s right side. While it is unusual that Asclepius would be omitted from the 
discourse, the inclusion of Machaon immediately recalls his father’s association with Chiron and 
medicinal healing. 
Images of Chiron teaching Asclepius were typically confined to herbariums; however, 
there are a few instances where the mythological story was featured outside of manuscript 
illustration: for example, Perino del Vaga’s (1501-1547) small but not insignificant fresco of 
Chiron, Apollo, and Asclepius in the Sala di Apollo, at the Castel Sant’Angelo (fig. 7.6). 
Perino’s lunettes include episodes within Apollo’s life, such as his tryst with the beautiful mortal 
Coronis, as well as her foolishness, infidelity, and demise. One particular scene recalls the 
golden-haired Apollo pulling the infant Asclepius from the womb of the deceased Coronis; the 
next episode shows Apollo entrusting his child Asclepius into Chiron’s care. This narrative of 
guardianship and education would continue through the late-sixteenth century, demonstrating 
Chiron’s important role in humanist education. 
The myth of Apollo, Chiron, and Asclepius is revisited in Domenico Buti’s (active 1550-
1590) painting, Apollo Entrusting Asclepius to Chiron (fig. 7.7; also known as The Foundry), 
commissioned by Francesco I de’ Medici (1541-1587) for his studiolo, in the Palazzo Vecchio. 
The studiolo acted as secretive setting for Francesco’s alchemical and scientific interests; the 
paintings installed in the room protected secret cupboards where Francesco kept items believed 
to hold alchemical or magical properties. For instance, the compartment behind Buti’s painting 
may have contained Francesco’s bezoar stones, which the American Heritage Medical 
Dictionary defines as “a hard indigestible mass of material such as hair, plant fibers, or seeds 
found in the stomach or intestines of animals, especially ruminants, and sometimes humans; 
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bezoars were formally considered to be antidotes to poisons and to possess magical properties.”17 
That Francesco possessed these “magical” stones is not far-fetched since both he and his second 
wife, Bianca Capello (1548-1587), desperately clung to their bezoar stones - after assuming they 
had been poisoned – as they lay on their deathbeds.18 Larry J. Feinberg reconstructed the interior 
of the studiolo in a diagram, which not only shows the arrangement of the paintings but identifies 
the possible contents contained within each cupboard behind the panels.19 According to 
Feinberg, the Apollo and Chiron painting not only hid Francesco’s collection of bezoar stones, 
but it also concealed his “amulets, talismans, ‘unicorn’ horn and other horns and bones, and 
medicinal herbs.”20 Indeed the panel’s contents would have been securely hidden behind Chiron, 
magister of medicine, protecting its secrets.  
Buti’s painting reveals several episodes occurring simultaneously. In the foreground, 
where various potted plants and herbs can be seen scattered across the white marble floor, 
Apollo, with his right hand suggestively placed around Chiron’s waist, entrusts his son Asclepius 
into the centaur’s care. Asclepius – who looks lovingly back at Apollo – has already accepted the 
centaur as his mentor; he stands close to Chiron and tenderly places his right arm on the 
centaur’s abdomen. Chiron understands the parental role bestowed upon him and just as Apollo 
nurtured and instructed Chiron, he returns the favor. The bond between all three figures is 
emphasized by the exchange of physical contact connecting them: Apollo’s arm around Chiron’s 
waist, Asclepius putting his hand on Chiron, and Chiron reaching out to both figures, one hand 
																																								 																				
17 Larry J. Feinberg, “The Studiolo of Francesco I Reconsidered,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late 
Renaissance Florence, ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 61. Feinberg 
claims the standard reference on Francesco’s Studiolo is Scott J. Schaefer, The Studiolo of Francesco I de' Medici in 
the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, 2 vols. (Ph. D. diss, Bryn Mawr College, 1976); The American Heritage Medical 
Dictionary, s.v., "Bezoar Stones," retrieved September 7, 2018 from https://medical-
dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Bezoar+Stones. 
18 Feinberg, 61. 




on Apollo and the other hand on Asclepius. Buti’s figures are effeminate, particularly the figure 
of Apollo, and executed in the exaggerated elongation of the mannerist style. The backdrop of 
the scene is unusual: the top half of the ovoid composition presents an architectural structure 
with a domed ceiling supported by pillars and Ionic columns; in the far background the scene 
reveals another domed area where several figures can be seen toiling in the foundry. Positioned 
directly in the central episode is Chiron, again, with his arm around Asclepius and looking 
toward the foundry as he explains the activities to his new charge.  
This type of subject matter – Chiron as guardian and educator – became immensely 
popular during the Renaissance. The image of Chiron as mentor to future powerful leaders 
conveyed to audiences that these leaders had received the most advanced education, as well as 
the proper tools to make them wise and efficient rulers. Chiron’s education of Jason and 
Achilles, and his closeness to his grandson Peleus were subjects featured in cassoni and spalliere 
but they were also executed in large oil and fresco paintings; while they attest to the patron’s 
fascination with mythological stories, these specific subjects speak to the underlying message of 
wisdom and good counsel.  
 
Chiron: the Ideal Humanist Educator and Advisor to Princes and Rulers 
Although the medieval period and the early Renaissance emphasized Chiron’s role as 
magister of medicine and master of plants and herbs, his value as a wise and prudent judge of 
character had already been noted in the early fourteenth century by Dante Alighieri, who briefly 
included Chiron in the Inferno, canto 12, of the Divine Comedy.21 Chiron, illustrated in works 
with no plant or vine in his hands singling him out as the healer, now assumed the role of 
																																								 																				
21 Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy, trans. John Ciardi (Franklin Center, PA: Franklin Mint Corp, 1977). Please see 
appendix nos. 12, 16, 20, 35, 95, and 102 for a list of related images. 
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guardian. The third quarter of the fifteenth century produced one of the earliest paintings to 
include Chiron in episodes from the life of the hero Jason: Scenes from the Story of Jason and 
the Argonauts (figs. 7.8 - 7.9). The pendant panels, attributed to Florentine painters Jacopo 
Sellaio (1441/2-1493) and Biagio d’Antonio (active 1472-1516), remain among the earliest 
known Italian Renaissance paintings to illustrate Chiron as a guide. The paintings – of which 
only the one including Chiron is attributed to Jacopo – were most likely intended as spalliera 
panels and the episode showing Chiron is illustrated in the first panel towards the left side of the 
composition.22  
Chiron stands prominently on Mount Pelion (fig. 7.10), alongside Jason, Hercules, and 
Orpheus; he informs Jason that Orpheus, the lyrical poet and famed musician, must accompany 
the Argonauts on their voyage to Colchis. Orpheus (shown to the left playing a viol) and his 
music would play a vital role in the salvation of the Argonauts while traveling through the sea of 
the sirens.23 The figures wear unusual garments that adhere more to the courtly cultures of 
contemporary fifteenth-century society as opposed to the all’antica garments modeled on ancient 
sarcophagi and architecture. Chiron, with his right hand pointing to his chest and his left hand 
placed casually on his left hip, gazes up towards the sky; he stands proud and confident among 
the others. The centaur’s presence is a small section of this work, yet his inclusion here stresses 
																																								 																				
22 Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea Bayer (exh. cat., New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 
138. There has been much debate about the authorship of both panels, along with supporting evidence to show that 
two different artists executed the panels; the panels have previously been attributed to Pesellino, Battista Utili da 
Faenza (believed to be Biagio d’Antonio), and the Master of the Argonauts (thought to be Francesco Rosselli).  
More recent scholarship suggests that Biagio d’Antonio and Jacopo del Sellaio, who had collaborated on cassone 
panels, in 1472, for the marriage of Matteo di Moreli and Vaggia Nerli (located in the Courtauld Institute), also 
collaborated on the Jason panels. For further information see Bernard Berenson, Italian Pictures of the Renaissance: 
A List of the Principal Artists and Their Works, with an Index of Places (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), 585; 
Harry B. Wehle, A Catalogue of Italian, Spanish, and Byzantine Paintings: The Metropolitan Museum of Art (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1940), 35-37; Everett Fahy, “The Argonaut Master,” Gazette des beaux-arts 
114 (December 1989): 285-86, 296; and Everett Fahy in The Renaissance Portrait from Donatello to Bellini, ed. 
Keith Christiansen and Stefan Weppelmann, (exh. cat., New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 134. 
23 Apollonius Rhodius, The Argonautica, trans. Robert Cooper Seaton (London: William Heinemann, 1912), book 
1:24-34; book 4:900-910. 
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the significance of the guardian/advisor. Long after Chiron’s custody of Jason ended, the wise 
centaur was still consulted not only for his immense knowledge but also for his instruction on 
how to proceed with caution and prudence, an important lesson for future rulers. Chiron’s 
position as counselor would have been understood by the ruling classes of Renaissance society, 
where men of power often maintained their own shrewd counselors in business and political 
affairs. 
Jason and Chiron were reunited again, this time early in Jason’s youth, when in 1584 the 
Bolognese artists Ludovico Carracci (1550-1619) and his cousins Agostino (1557-1602) and 
Annibale Carracci (1560-1609) dedicated two fresco narratives to the wise centaur in the Jason 
fresco cycle, at Bologna’s Palazzo Fava (figs. 7.11 & 7.12).24 Whereas Jacopo’s and Biagio’s 
paintings begin the story when Jason approaches King Pelias and is sent forth on his journey to 
retrieve the Golden Fleece, the Carracci fresco cycle – numbering eighteen scenes with twenty-
two fictive marble reliefs – details Jason’s adventures commencing with his infancy and faux 
funeral, both of which feature Chiron: The Mock Funeral of the Infant Jason (fig. 7.11) and 
Episodes in the Youth of Jason (fig. 7.12).  
The first fresco refers to the “death” of the infant: Jason’s parents, fearing their son’s 
imminent death at the hands of King Pelias, feign the infant’s death and prepare to secretly place 
him in the care of Chiron. The left side of the composition presents a host of young girls and 
boys clad in bright, white garments leading the funeral procession; behind them, several men 
bear the weight of Jason’s funeral casket, while they walk the winding path through the 
mountain. Mount Pelion, shown in the right background, reveals the entrance to Chiron’s cave 
																																								 																				
24 Donald Posner, Annibale Carracci: A Study in the Reform of Italian Painting around 1590 (London: Phaidon 
Press Ltd., 1971), 2:7-9. Posner’s catalogue raisonné of Annibale’s oeuvre provides a summary of artists to whom 
the frescoes were attributed. The two frescoes featuring Chiron are unanimously attributed to Annibale.  
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where Chiron stands awaiting their arrival.25 Chiron, essentially, has adopted the infant; the 
centaur will nurture him, protect and educate him, and care for Jason as his own child. 
The second fresco, which is believed to illustrate scenes from Jason’s education, is 
slightly ambiguous.  According to seventeenth-century Bolognese scholar and art historian Carlo 
Cesare Malvasia, Chiron is instructing the youthful Jason on how to “strangle wild beasts, 
which… lie stretched out and dead at the feet of his valorous master.”26 Malvasia’s reading is 
confusing; Chiron appears to be feeding the creature nearest to him – since Chiron’s left hand 
appears to be placing something in the animal’s mouth – and not strangling it.27 Furthermore, the 
beasts lying near Chiron’s feet appear to be alive, as is evident by the lion lying down with front 
paws outstretched and head up facing Chiron. Three creatures, situated at the foot of the cave in 
the left foreground, are also alive and intently watching Chiron’s movements. It is also curious 
that Chiron should be instructing Jason in “strangling” these beasts when Jason is nowhere near 
the scene. The composition is an example of continuous narrative; however, Jason only appears 
in two of the three episodes: he is shown in the far right foreground, where he is associating with 
other male figures, and again in the far left background, where he sits before a banquet table 
prepared for him and his guests. Nevertheless, Chiron’s devotion to Jason’s upbringing is 
critical. These frescoes, executed over a century after Biagio d’Antonio and Jacopo da Sellaio’s 
spalliera panels, confirm that the subject of Chiron and Jason was still relevant and appealing. 
The myths of Jason and Achilles were exciting and didactic and, therefore, held their 
charm for quite some time; however, Chiron’s kinship to Achilles’ father, Peleus, King of the 
																																								 																				
25 Pindar, Pythian Ode 4:111-115. Carlo Cesare Malvasia, Malvasia’s Life of the Carracci, ed. and trans. Anne 
Summerscale (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University, 2000), 103. According to Malvasia, although all 
three Carracci contributed to the overall works for the fresco cycle, both the Mock Funeral of the Infant Jason and 
the Episodes in the Youth of Jason are attributed to Annibale. Stephen E. Ostrow, “Annibale Carracci and the Jason 
Frescoes: Toward an Internal Chronology,” The Art Bulletin 46 (Mar., 1964): 88. 
26 Malvasia, 88. 
27 Unfortunately, Posner in his monograph on Annibale Carracci does not provide any significant details on the 
iconography of the frescoes’ narratives. Nevertheless, it does not appear as though Chiron is killing these animals. 
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Myrmidons of Thessaly, while not typically represented in artworks, is also noteworthy and 
arguably places Chiron in the center of Bartolomeo di Giovanni’s late-fifteenth-century cassone 
panels, The Procession of Thetis (fig. 7.13) and The Marriage of Thetis and Peleus (fig.7.14). 
The panels illustrate the dramatic and lavish festivities described in Euripides’ drama Iphigenia 
at Aulis, where King Agamemnon provides his wife Clytemnestra with a description of the 
wedding feast location as set in “Pelion’s holy glens, where Chiron dwells.”28 Bartolomeo 
illustrates Thetis’ voyage to Mount Pelion and then the wedding feast itself; both panels include 
the fabulous panoply of hybrid beasts – centaurs, satyrs, tritons, and nereids – as well as several 
well-known deities, such as Bacchus and Mercury.  
None of the hybrid creatures in the panels are identified by name. However, several 
persuading factors determine that Chiron’s presence in the paintings is indisputable: first, the 
mythology itself reveals that while Thetis caught the amorous attention of numerous gods, the 
prediction that her future son would overthrow his father prevented any physical relationship 
with the Olympian deities and Zeus himself decreed that Thetis marry a mortal; it was Chiron 
who advised Peleus on how to capture and marry the nereid. Second, the feast is held on Mt. 
Pelion, as previously mentioned, providing occasion for Chiron to be present as a guest or even a 
host. Furthermore, Apollodorus confirms Chiron’s presence at the nuptials, stating “Peleus 
married her [Thetis] on Pelion and there the gods celebrated the marriage with feast and song… 
Chiron gave Peleus an ashen spear.”29 Lastly, Chiron’s status as Peleus’ confidant and the one 
who saves the latter from death gives the creature another valid reason to be included here. All of 
these factors support the argument that Chiron is one of the centaurs featured among the 
																																								 																				
28 Euripedes, Bacchae; Iphigenia at Aulis; Rhessus, ed. and trans. David Kovacs (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2002), 705-715. 
29 Apollodorus, The Library, book 3:13, 4-6; “Chiron having advised Peleus to seize her [Thetis] and hold her fast in 
spite of her shape-shifting… did not let her go until she resumed her former shape.” 
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attendees; the only other task is to correctly identify him. This issue is easily resolved by 
analyzing the first panel in the set: The Procession of Thetis.  
The Procession of Thetis is foremost a seascape. Reading the work from left to right, a 
host of fabulous marine creatures make sail for Mount Pelion. A ship can be seen in the distance 
to the far left but closer to the left foreground is, perhaps, Io, clothed in an orange billowing 
gown with her head bent down and riding a brown bull (a disguise of Jupiter); to her right, an 
older merman attempts to grab a young nereid, who unsuccessfully endeavors to swim away. 
Looming above them is a sea god; perhaps this is Thetis’ father Nereus or even Neptune, since 
the god is shown here with a trident, a known attribute of Neptune. His grey beard and hair blow 
in the breeze, while he stands tall in a scalloped and intricately carved small vessel led by marine 
horses. Grasping the trident with his right hand, the sea god leads the way forward with his 
outstretched left hand.30 A merman guides marine horses towards the shore while three nereids 
swim ahead of him. Trailing alongside the three nereids is an ichthyocentaur (discussed in 
chapter five), who carries a nereid (or nymph) on his back; in his left hand he holds up a bull’s 
skull and with his right hand he grasps a spear-like object.31 At the forefront is Thetis’ vessel 
giving the appearance of a floating throne.  Thetis, dressed in her wedding garments and adorned 
with a crown and a jeweled necklace, is seated with a winged cupid at her back and another 
winged cupid at the head of the vessel. The goddess Fortune precedes Thetis; Fortune stands 
upon a scalloped shell – reminiscent of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus – while her billowing sail 
carries the entourage safely and swiftly to shore.  
As Thetis’ cortege reaches land, they are greeted by a delightful group of hybrid creatures 
																																								 																				
30 Hesiod, Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, ed. and trans. Glenn W. Most (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), Theogony, 240. 
31 Since this centaur-like creature is situated in the sea it is most likely not a land centaur but an ichthyocentaur; 
although the serpentine tail is not pictured here, the creature’s front legs do not have hooves but instead large, claw-
like appendages.  
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(fig. 7.15). A centaur stands at the forefront of this group; he holds his right hand out, palm 
upright and facing forward in a greeting, and a lyre is securely situated under his left arm. Of the 
four hybrids featured on the shoreline, this is the only centaur. He stands out because of his 
accouterments: aside from the lyre he holds, the centaur is crowned with a wreath of laurel and 
encircling his waist is a girdle of golden leaves, perhaps olive? This is certainly the figure of 
Chiron, who was known for his musical abilities; Apollo himself taught Chiron how to play the 
lyre and his association with this instrument was featured in ancient objects, such as coins (fig. 
7.16), fresco (fig. 7.17), and jewelry (fig. 7.18).32 According to María Isabel Rodríguez López 
and Claudina Romero Mayorga, prior to Roman times there are no extant textual sources 
mentioning Chiron as a musical educator; nevertheless, the coin mentioned above was minted 
during the Hellenistic period and it represents the “earliest surviving example” of Chiron playing 
the lyre on ancient coinage.33 López and Mayorga note that during the Hellenistic period, 
Chiron’s association with music became prevalent in art; during this period, he was the only 
centaur illustrated with musical instruments and decorated with laurel, which elevated his status 
as a creature of divine lineage and distinguished him from other centaurs.34 However, Roman art 
moved beyond Chiron to include other centaurs in Bacchic procession (as discussed in chapter 
four) where they were typically represented with lyres, flutes, double-pipes, “rattles, cymbals, or 
panpipes.”35 
 Although the Roman fresco from Herculaneum (fig. 7.17) featuring Chiron teaching 
Achilles to play the lyre was unknown to Renaissance artists, these artists and humanists were 
																																								 																				
32 The Greco-Roman gem (Walters Museum) dates to the 2nd-1st century BCE and is comprised of red jasper and 
gold. 
33 López and Mayorga, “Centaurs-Musicians in Classical Iconography,” Greek and Roman Musical Studies 6 
(2018): 31, 47.  




certainly aware of Chiron’s musical abilities through Ovid’s Ars amatoria: “Wild indeed is he 
(Achilles) and apt often to fight against me; but he is a boy, tender his age and easily controlled; 
the son of Philyra made the boy Achilles accomplished on the lyre and by his peaceful art 
subdued those savage passions.”36 Furthermore, Chiron’s association with the lyre had already 
been demonstrated during the late Quattrocento in a plaquette (fig. 7.19) attributed to a Mantuan 
or Ferrarese artist.37 The plaquette features Chiron, near the entrance of his cave, holding a staff 
and a lyre, which he is preparing to play for Thetis, Achilles, and Patroclus.38 
Chiron’s iconography in the fresco is similar to the centaur in Bartolomeo’s painting: the 
Roman Chiron wears a crown of laurel leaves (sacred to Apollo) and he holds the lyre. While it 
is true that Bacchic musical centaurs are often adorned with garlands and shown playing the lyre, 
the centaurs in Bartolomeo’s painting are distinct in that only one in each panel is adorned with 
laurel leaves and a lyre. This distinction serves to set the decorated centaur apart from the others 
and suggests that he is an important figure here. Further hinting at this centaur’s identity is the 
cave strategically situated directly behind him, a clear reference to Chiron’s cave; the carved-out 
hole implies that this is the entrance to Chiron’s home.  
Directly behind Chiron are two satyrs with shaggy grey fur; one satyr straddles the 
shoulder of another satyr and holds onto its large ears as they watch the approaching cortege. To 
the right, a brown-furred satyr inclines a vessel of wine toward Bacchus’ mouth. The god’s wine-
induced sleep has left him propped against a tree stump; he is covered in an animal skin (most 
																																								 																				
36 Ovid, The Art of Love and Other Poems, trans. John H. Mozley (London: William Heinemann; Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 1929), book 1:10-12. 
37 The National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, formerly attributed this work (Samuel Kress Collection, accession 
no. 11957.14.232) to the Orpheus Master. 
38 Trinity Martinez, “A Newly Discovered Textual Source for the Master of the Orpheus Legend’s Chiron 
Plaquettes,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 37 (Fall 2017): 17-19, fig. 1. The imagery itself promotes the idea 
that Chiron’s importance as teacher and sage was highly valued by humanist patrons. The dissemination of 
plaquettes as a form of humanist gifting was widely practiced during the early fifteenth century, as noted in the 
letters of Ciriaco d’Ancona. 
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likely that of a panther) and his left arm is draped precariously over his drinking horn. Chiron’s 
role in this panel is not only that of one who welcomes the bridal party to Mount Pelion but he is 
also grandfather of the groom and the intercessor who brought the groom and bride together; 
Chiron will remain an active participant in the lives of Peleus and Thetis, as is noted in his future 
role of tutor to his great-grandson Achilles.  
The Wedding of Peleus and Thetis (fig. 7.14) is a veritable display of merriment and 
feasting. Three large, craggy boulders or small caves equally divide the space in the composition. 
The far left hints at the shoreline where Thetis’ retinue has assembled on land (fig. 7.20), as does 
the first cave or hill, which closely resembles the one in the previous panel. A thin, sparse tree 
provides a border to the left scene at the edge of the sea; in the background, just before the first 
cave, a group of eight maidens all dressed in bright, flowing gowns make their way toward the 
wedding feast. In the skies, between the left cave and the middle cave, a fiery golden orb sits 
upon a swath of grey cloud; inside the orb is an indistinguishable golden figure, perhaps Jupiter 
overseeing the nuptials. Directly in front of the orb, two goddesses hover on dark clouds 
watching the scene below them; each holds out her right hand bestowing blessings upon the 
couple. The goddess to the left, draped in a greyish-blue garment, is seated in a chariot drawn by 
golden dragons. The identification of this goddess is unclear; however, Apollodorus writes that 
the sun god Helios drove a chariot led by dragons; Helios presented the chariot as a gift to his 
granddaughter, the sorceress Medea.39 The goddess to the right is seated in a chariot drawn by 
dark grey swan-like creatures with exaggerated tail feathers, perhaps peacocks, which may 
reference the goddess Juno, patroness of marriage and childbirth.  
Gathering below the goddesses is a group of wedding attendees situated between the two 
caves. The group is comprised of several gods and goddesses, some of whom can be identified 
																																								 																				
39 Apollodorus, The Library, book 1.9.28. 
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through their attributes: Mercury wears his helmet and winged sandals while holding his 
caduceus, and Minerva is identified by her helmet, spear, breastplate, and the aegis bearing 
Medusa’s head. The figure in the orange gown preceding Minerva is the bride, who uses her gray 
cloak to cradle a bouquet of pink flowers; she is accompanied by Triton/Nereus, who carries his 
trident. Leading is Thetis flanked by two winged cupids (one bearing a lance and the other a 
cup), as they present Thetis to her betrothed Peleus. The female, directly behind Thetis dressed in 
orange and bearing a lap full of flowers could be identified as Flora. The groom, a rich crimson 
cloak draped over his armor, welcomes the entourage onto Mount Pelion. Standing behind the 
young king is a golden-haired youth, possibly Orpheus, who strums his stringed instrument; at 
his side are a quiver of arrows and a bright halo of golden light emanates from his upper body.  
Two centaurs flank the group: the centaur on the left, near the shoreline, plays the flute; 
while the centaur to the right, situated against the center of the cave, plays the lyre (fig. 7.21). 
This centaur resembles the same creature that greeted Thetis and her cortege; he wears a similar 
crown of laurel and a girdle of leaves, and he holds a lyre in his left hand and in his right hand he 
grasps a plectrum – a lyre pick used in ancient Greece – that is reminiscent of the plectrum in the 
Herculaneum fresco. This ornate lyre –comprised of seven golden strings affixed to the base of 
an animal skull – differs from the instrument shown in the first panel due to the simplistic style 
of its base, which conforms to the most common type of lyre: a curved U-shaped instrument 
comprised of seven strings that are connected to the base and to a crossbar at the top. The 
physical differences between the lyres should not detract from identification of the figures in 
both panels as Chiron. Even Bacchus, who is easily identified through his inebriated condition 
and his animal skin, is shown in the second panel without the wine horn he holds in the first 
panel. As previously mentioned, Chiron’s attendance at Peleus’ wedding is confirmed in several 
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ancient texts; in fact, Pindar writes that Chiron himself arranged the wedding feast.40 
Set in the distance beyond the group is a scene of conflict (fig. 7.20) between a satyr, who 
attempts to abduct a frightened nymph, and a centaur that is armed with a shield and a club. It is 
not clear whether the centaur fights to protect the nymph or attempts to steal her from the 
approaching satyr. However, another nymph – to the left of the satyr – also appears to be fleeing 
the scene. The composition is strategically divided by the cave – or large boulder – in the center 
of the painting. Leaning unsteadily against the craggy formation (fig. 7.22) is Bacchus, balancing 
a drinking vessel upon his right knee with his right hand and steadying himself by placing his 
hand upon a thick wooden staff. The celebration, to the right, is reminiscent of Bacchic revelries 
showing humans and hybrids interacting and preparing for a feast; large baskets are spilling over 
with fruits and vegetables that are also strewn along the ground, like melons, apples, and grape 
leaves.  
Several figural groups exist here: next to Bacchus, two Botticelli-inspired maidens bear 
baskets of food, as they converse with a pan-goat carrying his own overflowing basket of fruits 
and vegetables. Lying on the ground next to the pan is a pot-bellied satyr wrapped in animal 
skins and lounging against a flat rock; an eager little young satyr squeezes the juice from a bunch 
of plump purple grapes into the lazy satyr’s open mouth. Just behind them a lustful satyr chases a 
fleeing nymph. The next group features a grey-bearded centaur carrying a burdensome load of 
vegetation on his shoulders; this creature is a clear reference to the Medici centaur cameo (fig. 
3.3). Bending down in front of the centaur, a satyr prepares to place a bunch of leaves – perhaps 
grape leaves – into the silver bowls on the ground. Lying at the foot of the scene is a pan, or satyr 
child, sleeping peacefully upon a toppled basket of fruits. The lower right foreground presents 
two satyrs removing the garment of a sleeping nymph and just above them, two young satyrs 
																																								 																				
40 Pindar, Isthmian Ode 8:28-48; n41; according to Pindar, “Chiron arranged the marriage of Peleus and Thetis.”  
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tend to the portly and drunken Silenus while a donkey licks his head. 
Bartolomeo’s panels are vivid and inventive and mythological subjects like these were 
often included in wedding cassoni. However, the panels here address more than the subject of 
marriage; they foreshadow the birth of the hero Achilles, who was also entrusted to Chiron. Like 
the previously mentioned plaquette (fig. 7.19), images featuring The Education of Achilles are 
perhaps the most popular examples of Chiron imagery in Renaissance art. The Imagines presents 
Philostratus’ vividly detailed account of The Education of Achilles, where the author explains 
how artists should capture Chiron’s grace and kindness: 
Chiron is painted in every respect like a centaur… that the expression seen in the eye of 
Chiron is gentle is the result of his justice and the wisdom that he has acquired through 
justice, but the lyre also does its part, through whose music he has become cultured; but 
now there is also something of cozening in his look, no doubt because Chiron knows that 
this soothes children and nurtures them better than milk.41 
  
Philostratus’ text goes on to describes the love Achilles has for Chiron and the pride with which 
the boy returns from hunting with a prized fawn for his mentor and great-grandfather; Chiron 
then praises the boy because he has great skill in “catching hares like a lion” and he can run as 
quickly as a fawn.42 Philostratus’ ekphrastic description directly inspired painters Rosso 
Fiorentino (1495-1540), Giulio Romano, and an unknown Italian artist working in the Palazzo 
Spada, Rome; all three artists depicted Philostratus’ description in three large-scale works 
between 1530 and 1550. Each painting, decorating a different palazzo interior, reveals the 
intimate bond between Chiron and the young Achilles.  
Rosso Fiorentino’s The Education of Achilles (fig. 7.23) is situated outside of the Italic 
peninsula in the Château de Fontainebleau, where Rosso remained from 1530 until his death; it is 
included here due to Rosso’s primary artistic education and influence in Florence and Rome. 
																																								 																				




One of a series of frescoes located in the Gallery of Francis I, The Education of Achilles was 
intended to glorify King Francis, for whom, according to Mario Perreira, “Chiron’s aristocratic 
curriculum epitomized ideal princely education.”43 Chiron’s tutelage of the young hero, who 
would show courage and valor dying in battle for his countrymen, was more than appropriate as 
subject matter for the king of France. Rosso includes within the fresco a series of episodes from 
Achilles’ youth where Chiron, shown with well-defined musculature, long grey hair, a full grey 
beard, and a white equine body, teaches the boy with vigor and enthusiasm; Chiron guides 
Achilles’s arm while teaching him how to swim (lower foreground), instructs the youth in the art 
of battle using shields and swords (left background), and lastly, teaches the ambitious Achilles 
how to ride a horse and hunt with spears (right foreground). This last episode is taken directly 
from Philostratus:  
This is the scene at the entrance of the cave; and the boy out on the plain, the one who is 
sporting the back of the centaur as if it were a horse, is still the same boy; for Chiron is 
teaching Achilles to ride horseback and to use him exactly as a horse, and he measures 
his gait to what the boy can endure, and turning around he smiles at the boy when he 
laughs aloud with enjoyment and all but says to him, ‘Lo, my hoofs paw the ground for 
you without use of spur, lo, I even urge you on.”44 
 
The imagery is stimulating, lively, and dramatic, bringing attention to Chiron’s instruction in 
physical pursuits more than intellectual.  
The association between Chiron, Achilles, and Francis I resurfaces in the imprese that 
Giulio Clovio (1498-1578) created for the Farnese family. Clovio, a Croatian by birth but mainly 
active in Italy, painted the image of Chiron as an emblem for Cardinal Alessandro Farnese’s 
(1520-1589) nephew – bearing the same name – Alessandro Farnese, Duke of Parma (1545-
1592) and he also designed an impresa for Cardinal Alessandro’s brother Orazio Farnese (1532-
1553), the Duke of Castro; Orazio used this emblem in conjunction with the motto Chirone 
																																								 																				
43 Perreira, 188. 
44 Philostratus, Imagines, book 2:2. 
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magistro.45 Annibale Caro (1507-1566), one of the three secretaries working for Cardinal 
Alessandro Farnese and his father Pier Luigi Farnese, the first Duke of Parma (1503-1547), 
provides in a letter a list of imprese that Clovio made for the Farnese family members. The letter, 
dated “Roma XV January 1543,” describes an impresa for Orazio Farnese:  
This one (the drawing of which accompanied the description) I made at the request of 
Duke Orazio and he bore it, when as a youth, he was sent on holiday into France. The 
centaur is intended for Chiron, tutor of Achilles, and to represent King Francis I of 
France, under whose care he was placed. Hence, he wears a crown and has in one hand a 
bow, in the other a lyre, which the poet says he taught Achilles, to signify the military 
arts and civil sciences. The motto ΧΕΙΡΩΝΟΣ ΔΙΔΑΣΚΑΛΟΥ – Chirone magistro – 
meant that under such a master he hoped to become as famous as Achilles had become 
under Chiron.46  
 
The letter was written to Cardinal Alessandro’s sister, the Duchess of Urbino, with descriptions 
of all the Farnese devices (up until that year). Clovio’s comparison of Chiron to King Francis I 
and Achilles to Orazio attests to the allure and power that Chiron, as humanist educator, held for 
elite Renaissance society.47 Orazio, the illegitimate son of Pier Luigi, married Diane of France, 
the illegitimate daughter of King Francis I, in 1552, at the age of twenty. Clovio may have seen 
or, at least, known of Rosso’s subjects for the Gallery of King Francis I at Fontainebleau, which 
would have been executed by the time the young Orazio visited the king, possibly between the 
mid-1530s and mid-1540s. Clovio also illuminated the Farnese Book of Hours (fig. 7.24) for 
Cardinal Alessandro Farnese; the last page of the book features a fictive cameo with the likeness 
of a rearing centaur bearing a shield, representing Chiron. 
Chiron’s capacity as advisor is also noted in contemporary Renaissance literature; it is no 
																																								 																				
45 John William Bradley, The Life and Works of Giorgio Giulio Clovio, Miniaturist, with Notices of His 
Contemporaries, and of the Art of Book Decoration in the Sixteenth Century (London: B. Quaritch, 1891), 178. 
Webster Smith, The Farnese Hours, (New York: Pierpont Morgan Library / George Braziller, 1976). This 
reproduction of the Farnese Book of Hours includes notes and commentary by Webster Smith.  
46 Bradley, 178. 
47 Unlike Francesco Sassetti’s adoption of the centaur as his family impresa and his repetitive use of centaur 
imagery in manuscripts and in his burial chapel (see above, chapter five), Clovio’s Chiron and Achilles impresa for 
Orazio Farnese appears to be a one-time occurrence.  
	
202	
coincidence that Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527) chose to include Chiron in his treatise The 
Prince – an instruction manual on developing the mindset and tools to become a formidable ruler 
– published in 1532. Machiavelli’s treatise stresses the importance of acquiring the distinct but 
inseparable actions of a wise yet ruthless ruler. Although he discusses the relationship between 
Chiron and Achilles, Machiavelli uniquely dismisses Chiron’s well-established moral and divine 
character. Emphasizing Chiron’s bestial aspect, Machiavelli ascribes to him the values of a wily, 
cunning, and unmerciful advisor. For Machiavelli, Chiron – due to his semi-bestial form – was 
indistinguishable from other centaurs:  
It is necessary to know well how to use both the beast and the man. This was covertly 
taught to princes by ancient writers, who relate how Achilles and many others of those 
princes were given to Chiron the centaur to be brought up, who kept them under his 
discipline; this system of having for teacher one who was half beast and half man is 
meant to indicate that a prince must know how to use both natures, and that the one 
without the other is not durable. A prince being thus obliged to know well how to act as a 
beast must imitate the fox and the lion, for the lion cannot protect himself from snares, 
and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves.48  
 
Machiavelli’s text became an indispensable instruction manual for powerful Renaissance 
families in and beyond the borders of Italy (the first known manuscript translation in France was 
in 1546); however, Renaissance images of Chiron and Achilles did not reflect Machiavelli’s 
description of a ruthless advisor. Chiron images continued to express the genial, benevolent, and 
sagacious mentor described in Philostratus’ text.49  
Some of these Renaissance images relied less on the literal text and more on the message 
conveyed through the subject; for example, a painting attributed to the workshop of Giulio 
Romano (fig. 7.25) replaces the fawn with a boar and includes two figures that are not essential 
																																								 																				
48 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Luigi Ricci (London: Oxford University Press, 1921), 69; Ingham, 218. 
49 Willis H. Bowen, “Sixteenth Century French Translations of Machiavelli,” Italica. 27 (Dec., 1950): 314-15. 
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characters within the ancient texts: a river god and a nymph.50 The scene is set in a heavily 
wooded area as two enormous leafy trees rise above the confines of the composition. Chiron is 
illustrated here as an elegant figure crowned with a wreath of laurel, his blush-pink cape flowing 
in the breeze, and a broad, brown animal pelt draped across the centaur’s white equine back and 
encircling his waist. Chiron looms over the other figures: a river god lounging on the rocks 
below; Achilles, who bestows upon his mentor the carcass of a boar he has just hunted; and just 
behind Achilles, a nymph who reclines against a massive, thick log, while she squeezes milk 
from her breasts. Both the river god and the nymph look away from Chiron and Achilles and 
their role here is uncertain, as there is no known textual source for their inclusion in the 
narrative.51 The interaction between Chiron and Achilles reveals a close relationship and 
unbreakable bond; they gaze upon each other lovingly, showing that their devotion is mutual.  
 This painting is one of four located in the Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle and 
thought to have belonged to a larger series of approximately “sixteen to eighteen works of 
similar dimensions”; however, no information exists to suggest the theme or original location of 
the works – all mythological in nature – except that perhaps they were intended for Giulio’s 
patron, Federigo Gonzaga (1500-1540), Duke of Mantua.52 More specifically, Frederick Hartt, 
arguing that the entire series illustrates “the infancy and youth of Jupiter and his family,” 
suggests that the series might have been intended for the Sala di Giove, in the Palazzo Ducale; 
however, the martial theme of the room, which illustrated victories and included busts of 
																																								 																				
50 Frederick Hartt, Giulio Romano, vol. 1 (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1981), 211. Hartt attributed the painting to 
Giulio Romano; however, the Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle, claims the work was executed by Giulio’s 
workshop. 
51 John Shearman, The Early Italian Pictures in the Collection of her Majesty the Queen (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983), 128. 
52 The other three paintings in the Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle, are The Birth of Diana and Apollo (c. 
1530-40; RCIN 402816), Jupiter and Juno Take Possession of the Throne of Heaven (c. 1530s; RCIN 402719), and 
The Nurture of Jupiter (c. 1535; RCIN 402781). For complete provenance, connoisseurship, conservation notes on 
all four paintings, and a probable reconstruction of the sixteen to eighteen paintings thought to be the original series, 
see Shearman, The Early Italian Pictures, 126-30.  
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prominent generals, would not correspond to the subjects of the paintings: the birth, rearing, and 
success of deities and heroes.53 Hartt also proposes that given the emphasis on “motherhood, 
birth, childhood prowess, and succession to power,” the majority of the series would have been 
executed between 1538 and 1539, since Francesco III Gonzaga was born in 1533 and 
documentation verifies recorded payments in 1534 for the “ceilings of two small rooms – 
currently dismantled – in the Castello for the use of the Duchess.”54 In this scene, the young 
Achilles returning to his mentor with a gift of his first boar hunt – the art of which he learned 
from Chiron – demonstrates the boy’s physical prowess as well as his mental acuity. The 
message is clear: proper education and instilling wisdom upon one’s young charge will yield a 
formidable, shrewd, yet prudent ruler. This was a fitting subject for Federigo’s son.55 
 Chiron and Achilles remained a popular subject throughout the sixteenth century. One of 
the last large-scale fresco images of Chiron from this period is located in the Sala di Achille (fig. 
7.26), in the Palazzo Capodiferro-Spada, Rome, originally constructed for Cardinal Girolamo 
Capodiferro in 1540. Vasari credits Giulio Mazzoni (c. 1525-after 1589) as having “decorated 
the complete interior of Cardinal Capodiffero’s [sic] palace by himself and he executed 
marvelous works, not only of stucco, but also narratives in fresco and oil, which earned him, and 
deservedly so, infinite praise.”56 However, contemporary scholars Lionello Neppi and Roberto 
																																								 																				
53 Hartt, 211, 216, fig. 464. Hartt also refers to the painting as The Boy Achilles Presenting His First Slain Boar to 
Chiron. 
54 Ibid., 212-16. Hartt claimed that the series included twelve works; however, Shearman, The Early Italian 
Pictures, 126-30, argues that there are probably sixteen to eighteen works in the series. Hartt’s proposed list of 
works are as follows: Jupiter Suckled by the Goat Amalthea (fig. 457); The Infant Jupiter Guarded by the 
Corybantes on Crete (fig. 456); The Birth of Apollo and Diana (fig. 459); The Birth of Bacchus (lost painting; 
drawing fig. 461); Jupiter Enthroned (lost work); The Birth of Venus (lost painting; drawing fig. 460); The Young 
Neptune in his Shell (lost painting; drawing fig. 463); Jupiter and Juno Ascend to Olympus (fig. 462); The Young 
Pluto Entering Hades (lost painting); The Weaning of Hercules (fig. 465); Hercules Slaying the Serpents (lost 
work). 
55 Ibid., 212. Unfortunately, Francesco III only lived to the age of seventeen. 
56 Vasari, ed. Milanesi, 7:70; “[Mazzoni] ha ornato di sua mano tutto il di dentro del palazzo del cardinal 
Capodiferro, e fattovi opere maravigliose non pure di stucchi, ma di storie e fresco ed a olio, che gli hanno dato, e 
meritamente, infinita lode.” Translation is my own. 
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Cannatà, argue that some, but not all, of the interior decorations can be attributed to Mazzoni and 
his workshop, as well as his maestro Daniele da Volterra (1509-1566); more importantly, 
Cannatà claims the style of the frescoes in the Sala di Achille frieze is that of an unknown artist 
and his collaborators who were influenced by Mazzoni and Daniele da Volterra.57 Meanwhile, 
Neppi detects a familiar style between the elongated and full-bodied figures in the Capodiferro 
frescoes and the similarly themed frescoed and stuccoed halls in the Château de Fontainebleau, 
particularly those in the Gallery of Francis I (see above, fig. 7.23).58  
The frescoes – four scenes along four walls and punctuated by stucco reliefs – feature 
episodes from the life of Achilles: The Birth of Achilles, Chiron and the Education of Achilles 
(fig. 7.27), Thetis Entrusting Achilles to King Licomedes, and Ulysses Unmasking Achilles. 
Unlike Rosso’s Education of Achilles, this composition does not include a quick-paced, 
continuous narrative; here, the space is crowded with several figural groups encroaching on 
Thetis, Chiron, and a very young Achilles. Thetis, identified by her golden crown and her sea-
blue gown, is shown from behind as she holds out her arms and entrusts Achilles into Chiron’s 
care. Chiron reaches down toward the boy, placing his right hand on Achilles’ back in an effort 
to guide him. Achilles – looking slightly distressed – tentatively moves forward distressed; the 
position of his body – turned slightly toward the right with arms spread out and his right leg 
stepping forward – mirrors Chiron’s movements. The crowd of people – shown gesticulating and 
engaged in lively conversation – encircles Chiron and Achilles, while two soldiers stand guard at 
																																								 																				
57 Jack Wasserman, “Palazzo Spada,” The Art Bulletin 43 (Mar., 1961): 61; Lionello Neppi, Palazzo Spada (Rome: 
Editalia, 1975), 51-52; Roberto Cannatà, Palazzo Spada: arte e storia (Roma: Bonsignori Editore, 1992), 32; 
Palazzo Spada: le decorazioni restaurate, ed. Roberto Cannatà (Milan: Electa, 1995), 26-27. Cannatà disputes the 
attribution of the majority of the interior decoration as executed solely by Giulio Mazzoni, arguing that Mazzoni 
only directly contributed to the decoration in the Stucco Gallery and the Hall of the Elements and Seasons.  Cannatà 
claims Mazzoni’s workshop and Daniele da Volterra decorated the halls dedicated to Callisto, Achilles, and the Fasti 
Rumelei; however, with regard to the Sala di Achille fresco cycles within the frieze, Cannatà argues that an 
unknown artist and his collaborators executed this work. 
58 Neppi, 52. 
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either side of the scene. Neppi argues that the gallery articulates a continuous, complex 
Neoplatonic allegorical theme of “love, virtue, and politics” inspired by treatises from Plotinus to 
Saint Bonaventure to Marsilio Ficino.59 The artist’s inclusion of Chiron as an inspirational figure 
and role model for the naive and impressionable Achilles continues to underscore the idea of 
Chiron as a symbol of wisdom, erudition, and the embodiment of reason over ignorance. 
Chiron played a vital role in medieval and Renaissance art by presenting an alternative 
view of the centaur, one that imagined a hybrid creature so wise and great that it allowed for the 
possibility of change within oneself. Chiron, like the beneficent centaur who provided St. 
Anthony Abbot with directions, and the tender figures of Hylonome, Cyllarus, and centaur 
families, gave new meaning to the centaur by proposing this creature could – if willing – tame its 
nature. Chiron’s transition from immortal to celestial being, although alluded to in only two 
known Italian Renaissance works, marks the metamorphosis of the sage healer from a living 
creature into an eternal symbol. 
 
Chiron’s Transformation into the Celestial Sagittarius 
If it is right for my tongue to speak this communal prayer, I would wish that the now 
dead Chiron, son of Philyra and wide-ruling scion of Cronus son of Uranus, were still 
alive and that he were still lord in Pelion’s valleys, a wild untamed creature but with a 
heart that loved men – just as he was when long ago he reared that gentle deviser of limb-
healing relief from pain, Asclepius, the hero who protects men against every kind of 
disease.60 
 
Few works illustrate the death of Chiron and his metamorphosis into Sagittarius. 
However, it is arguable that Filippino Lippi’s (1457-1504) Wounded Centaur (fig. 7.28) evokes 
the memorable narrative of Chiron’s demise.  The subject has been read as both a literal account 
of Chiron’s accidental, yet mortal injury and as an allegory warning of the dangers of love. 
																																								 																				
59 Ibid., 59; for Neppi’s complex interpretation, see 59-120.  
60 Pindar, Pythian Ode, 3:1-5.  
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Given the specific details of the imagery, Lippi certainly knew the classical sources relating to 
Chiron’s death. His interest in antiquity and mythological subjects was most likely informed by 
two periods in his life: his apprenticeship to Botticelli, which began in 1472, and his subsequent 
journeys to and stays in Rome in 1488 and 1491-93.61  
Like Botticelli’s Pallas and the Centaur (fig. 6.1) Lippi’s painting presents a limited 
number of figures. Moreover, the only easily identifiable figure is the lone centaur in the center 
of the composition. Nevertheless, there are several “hidden” figures here: the sleeping Cupid 
lying next to his bow at the foot of the tree near the mountain precipice and the centaur’s family 
– a centauress with her two offspring (fig. 7.29) – settled on the floor just beyond the entrance to 
the dark cave. The craggy cave presides over the entire right side of the composition, while the 
left side presents the vast open sea dominated by a blue sky. The centaur, situated just a slight 
distance from the cave, stands upon a blanket of verdant grass. The creature is engrossed with a 
red quiver full of arrows that he holds in his hands. Balancing the quiver in the palm of his right 
hand, the centaur pulls out several shafts but it is clear that one of the arrows has fallen, pierced 
the creature’s right lower foreleg, and exited through the bottom of his hoof. 
The subject of this work has been considered mysterious and difficult to interpret. 
Scholars are divided between two theories: this is either Chiron after accidentally piercing 
himself with Hercules’ quiver of poisoned arrows or it is an allegorical reading of the pain 
caused by love. The story of Chiron’s transformation from immortal to celestial is taken into 
account even when reading this work as allegorical. While numerous ancient sources mention 
Chiron’s death, book five of Ovid’s Fasti provides the most detailed and expressive description 
of the dreadful and unfortunate occurrence:  
The Philyrean hero [Chiron] received Hercules hospitably and asked the reason of his 
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coming, and Hercules informed him. Meantime Chiron looked askance at the club and 
lion’s skin and said, “Man worthy of these arms, and arms worthy the man!” Nor could 
Achilles keep his hands from daring to touch the skin all shaggy with bristles. And while 
the old man fingered the shafts clotted with poison, one of the arrows fell out of the 
quiver and stuck in his left foot. Chiron groaned and drew the steel from his body… The 
centaur himself, however, compounded herbs gathered on the Pagasaean hills and 
assuaged the wounds by bootless remedies; but the gnawing poison defied all remedies, 
and the bane soaked into the bones and whole body. The blood of the Lernaean hydra, 
mingled with the centaur’s blood, left no time for rescue. Achilles, bathed in tears, stood 
before a father, so would he have wept for Peleus at the point of death. Often he fondled 
the feeble hands with his own loving hands; the teacher reaped the reward of the 
character he had molded. Often Achilles kissed him, and often said to him as he lay there, 
“Live, I pray thee, and do not forsake me, dear father.” The ninth day was come when 
thou, most righteous Chiron didst gird thy body with twice seven stars.62 
 
J. Byam Shaw was among the earliest scholars to suggest the alternative explanation that 
the centaur played into the mischievous hands of Cupid, who appears to lie fast asleep – 
alongside his bow – on a rock; Shaw argues the Cupid “might have been responsible” for the 
centaur’s wound, since the latter was examining Cupid’s arrows, which were left unguarded.63 
Shaw also notes the centaur has a family hidden away inside the entrance to the cave and barely 
discernable through the murky interior. However, Hugh Lloyd Jones comments on Chiron’s 
inquisitive nature while handling Hercules’ arrows and this centaur’s curiosity about Cupid’s 
quiver of arrows, stating that perhaps this subject is loosely based on the story of Chiron; Jones 
also mentions an illuminating conversation with Edgar Wind, where Wind observes Cupid is 
feigning sleep: “his eyes are open and one may surmise that he is watching with amused and 
																																								 																				
62 Ovid, Fasti, trans. James George Frazer (London: William Heinemann, Ltd., 1931), book 5:391-414. Diodorus 
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claims that while Hercules was visiting Pholus and dining with the kind centaur, Pholus brought out a jug of wine 
imparted to him by Dionysus, who gave the centaur specific orders that the wine was to be kept hidden and only 
brought out when Hercules came to visit. When the cork was released, the sweet scent of the wine reached the group 
of centaurs on the mountain and drove them mad. The centaurs stormed the cave and a frenzy ensued wherein 
Hercules struggled but after a long battle was victorious. Diodorus states that while Pholus was burying his brethren 
on Mt. Pholoë, he removed an arrow from a dead centaur and accidentally wounded himself and caused his own 
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63 J. Byam Shaw, Paintings by Old Masters at Christ Church Oxford (London: Phaidon, 1967), 52. 
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malicious interest.”64 Jacqueline Thalmann, curator of the Christ Church Picture Gallery in 
Oxford, where Lippi’s painting resides, also reads this work as an allegory of love, the moral 
being “Don’t play around with love as it will hurt.”65  
While these interpretations are valid it is difficult to dismiss the obvious reading: the 
centaur inspects a quiver of arrows, unwittingly drops one, and it pierces his hoof. Aside from 
Lippi’s choice of the arrow puncturing the centaur’s right hoof instead of the left one, as 
mentioned in Ovid’s text, this imagery clearly refers to Chiron. However, it could possibly refer 
to the good centaur Pholus, as recounted by Diodorus Siculus and Apollodorus; it should be 
noted that Pholus (“son of Silenus born of a Melian nymph”), was also considered an amiable 
creature and often confused with Chiron in this story.66  Apollodorus’ account differs 
significantly from Diodorus Siculus, who wrote that the centaurs were driven mad by the sweet 
scent of Dionysus’ wine. Apollodorus writes that Hercules, fatigued from the struggles 
encountered during his first Labors, went to Pholus’ cave to share food and wine with the 
centaur. While feasting with Pholus, Hercules heard the commotion of savage centaurs, with 
whom he battled during his Third Labor with the Erymanthian boar; the riled centaurs had 
gathered around Chiron for protection. Hercules burst forth from Pholus’ cave and shot one of 
his arrows toward the group. The poisonous projectile shot through the centaur Elatus and, 
according to Apollodorus, it pierced the knee – not the foot – of Chiron. Apollodorus goes on to 
explain that after Chiron’s death, the remaining centaurs fled while others lie dead on the ground; 
Pholus, who had pulled the arrow from a centaur corpse, was examining the weapon when he 
																																								 																				
64 Hugh Lloyd Jones, “Filippino Lippi’s Wounded Centaur,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 32 
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accidentally dropped it and it pierced his own hoof, thereby causing his own death.67 Classical 
sources do not mention Pholus as married or having a family, whereas Chiron is mentioned in 
several texts as having married the nymph Chariklo and fathered four children: Endeis, 
Melanippe, Ocyrhoë, and Karystos.68 The centaur family dwelling within the cave could 
reference Chariklo and two of her children, which supports that theory that the wounded centaur 
here is Chiron and not Pholus. However, it must be noted that the centaur family here depicts a 
centauress nursing her offspring, while Chariklo, Chiron’s wife, was not a centauress but a 
nymph of human form from the Mountains of Pelion. Nevertheless, Lippi might have 
misinterpreted Chariklo’s form as a centauress to conform to the marriage of two hybrid 
creatures. 
Lippi’s Wounded Centaur best expresses Chiron’s final moments as a living creature just 
as he is struck by Hercules’ arrow. Chiron is an immortal being; nevertheless, the effects of the 
lethal traces of the hydra’s poison cannot be undone, so the ailing centaur retreats to his cave 
where he suffers for nine days. According to Apollodorus, Prometheus (observing Chiron’s 
continued torment) offers himself to Jupiter to take Chiron’s immortality.69 Chiron, unwilling to 
live in excruciating agony, renounces his immortality which is then bestowed upon Prometheus, 
and Jupiter places Chiron among the stars where he is transformed into the celestial being 
Centaurus (Sagittarius).  
While only the initial moment is implied in Lippi’s painting, the transformation into 
Sagittarius is fully realized in Giovanni Maria Falconetto’s Sign of Sagittarius (fig. 7.30), located 
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in the Sala dello Zodiaco, Palazzo d’Arco, in Mantua.70 Falconetto’s fresco, executed 
approximately two decades after Lippi’s painting, forms part of a series painted across the 
interior of the hall illustrating the signs of the zodiac and the mythological tales of how they 
came to be transformed into celestial bodies. The Sign of Sagittarius is framed by a fictive 
architectural setting and supported by a grisaille painting of the Centauromachy. The large 
composition shows a centaur in the far left foreground. Although some scholars, namely Guy de 
Tervarent and Gunter Schweikhart, argue this is the figure of Crotos, the son of Eupheme, who 
nursed the nine muses, others like Paola Moretta believe this to be Chiron.71 However, Moretta 
argues that Chiron (shown to the left) is narrating the story of Crotos’ transformation into 
Sagittarius.72 Although it is possible that this creature could refer to Crotos, it is unlikely due to 
the relatively few ancient sources mentioning Crotos as Sagittarius; in fact, only Hyginus 
mentions Croton’s transformation into the constellation, in the Fabulae and Astronomica.73 
According to the Astronomica, which provides the most detailed account, there were “some” 
who claimed that the constellation of Sagittarius was Croton and not Chiron:  
Many have called this sign the Centaur; others deny the name, for the reason that no 
Centaur makes use of arrows. The question is raised, too, why he is formed with horse 
flanks but a Satyr’s tail. Some say that he is Crotus, son of Eupheme, nurse of the Muses. 
As Sositheus, writer of tragedies [3rd c. BCE], says, he had his home on Mount Helicon 
and took his pleasure in the company of the Muses, sometimes even following the pursuit 
of hunting. He attained great fame for his diligence, for he was very swift in the woods, 
and clever in the arts. As a reward for his zeal the Muses asked Jove to represent him in 
some star group, and Jove did so. Since he wished to display all his skills in one body, he 
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gave him horse flanks because he rode a great deal. He added arrows, since these would 
show both his keenness and his swiftness, and he gave him a Satyrs' tail because the 
Muses took no less pleasure in Crotus than Liber [Dionysos] did in the Satyrs. Before his 
feet are a few stars arranged in a circle, which some said were a wreath, thrown off as by 
one at play.74 
 
While Hyginus’ description of Croton’s placement in the heavens warns us about the complexity 
of both Croton’s and Chiron’s metamorphoses, it is Chiron’s transformation that would have 
been more widely known in the Renaissance. Therefore, this dissertation identifies Falconetto’s 
centaur to the left as Chiron and the centaurs in the sky as Chiron transforming into Sagittarius. 
The fresco shows Chiron standing with his back toward the viewer and his head turned in 
profile. A quiver full of arrows is securely fastened around his waist and hanging over his right 
side. Chiron grips a bow in his right hand and over his left arm is a lion’s carcass, of which only 
the bobbing head is visible. The portrait represents a youthful Chiron; typically he is shown as an 
aged creature with shaggy grey hair and a flowing grey beard, but Falconetto shows him with 
close-cropped light brown hair and a trimmed beard, and his equine body reveals a light brown 
hide. Even his tail is neatly wound and secured by twine with a bit of foliage tucked into the 
fastener.  
A group of seven maidens representing seven of the nine muses, four to the left and three 
to the right, are situated in front of a fountain in the center of the composition. The muse to the 
far left holds what appears to be a lyre and at her feet is a two-handled vessel; given the musical 
instrument she holds, perhaps this is Terpsichore, the muse of song and dance. The muses engage 
in an active conversation as illustrated through their gestures. They are positioned before an 
enormous craggy, narrow mountain representing Mount Helicon, from which the water of the 
Castalian spring flows into the fountain below.75 Standing at the crest of the mountain is Pegasus 
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with wings spread wide and ready to fly off at any moment.  
The upper register presents one of the most unprecedented and inventive scenes involving 
Chiron imagery (fig. 7.31): Jupiter emerges from a host of billowing clouds at the left side of the 
arch; his hands are extended forward and in his palms stands Chiron. The centaur has aged 
significantly; his hide is white, his white hair is shaggy and wispy, and his beard is scruffy. 
Chiron grips a bow in his right hand and the tail from a lion pelt is visible across his back, as he 
rears up and prepares to leap into the heavens. Jupiter’s placement of Chiron in the heavens 
symbolizes the centaur’s death and rebirth, or reincarnation, as the constellation Centaurus or 
Sagittarius. The topmost center of the composition reveals the fully emerged Sagittarius, leaping 
across the sky (fig. 7.32), just above Pegasus. Sagittarius is shown in profile towards the left, 
with a bow and arrow in his hands and aiming to shoot. A lion pelt draped over his right shoulder 
billows in the breeze aroused by Sagittarius’ speedy movements, an image that bears great 
similarity to a late-fifteenth-century illuminated manuscript from Milan (fig. 7.33) attributed to 
the Lombard illuminator Venturino Mercati (active 1473-1480).76  
Although Lippi and Falconetto’s paintings are the only known examples that hint at 
Chiron’s death or suggest his metamorphosis from a living being into a celestial being, they 
reveal a familiarity with the myth itself and an interest in representing the story. The celestial 
bodies in the night sky fascinated inquisitive spectators who gazed upon the moon, shooting 
stars, and, occasionally, visible planets and comets. Images of Sagittarius, the archer-centaur, 
were extremely common in Italian Renaissance art, particularly in architectural reliefs and 
manuscript illumination, and, especially in the sixteenth century when they frequently appeared 
on frescoed ceilings. However, the majority of these Sagittarian images are standardized with 
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little deviation and, therefore, do not contribute any new or relevant knowledge on the 
Chiron/Sagittarius relationship other than the identification of this specific astrological sign.77 
However, four ceiling frescoes should be briefly considered here for their inventive and 
unprecedented representation of the celestial bodies: Baldassare Peruzzi’s (1481-1536) 
astrological ceiling in the Sala di Galatea (fig. 7.34), Villa Farnesina, Rome, commissioned by 
Agostino Chigi (1466-1520); Giovanni Antonio Vanosino da Varese’s (active 1562-1590) 
celestial vault in the Sala del Mappamondo (fig. 7.35), Palazzo Farnese, Caprarola, 
commissioned by Cardinal Alessandro Farnese; the sky map designed and painted by Vanosino, 
along with Lorenzo Sabatini (1530-1576) and Ottaviano Mascherino (1536-1606), located in the 
Sala di Bologna (fig. 7.36), in the Vatican, commissioned by Pope Gregory XIII (1502-1585); 
and, lastly, the celestial map attributed to Lorenzo the Younger Costa (1537-1583) and Ippolito 
Andreasi (1548-1608), located in the Sala del Zodiaco (fig. 7.37), Palazzo Ducale, Mantua, and 
commissioned by Duke Guglielmo Gonzaga (1538-1587).78  
 Peruzzi’s ceiling in the Sala di Galatea is, perhaps, the most distinct of the four examples 
as it emphasizes the various mythological figures associated with the heavens, while the frescoes 
in Caprarola, the Vatican, and Mantua – all executed between 1570 and 1580 – articulate the 
star-studded Ptolemaic constellations illuminating the night sky; however, the placement of the 
constellations in all four ceilings references a specific date and time relative to the patron who 
commissioned the work.79 Unified by a celestial blue or gold background, the ceiling is 
distinctive in its design and choice of astrological subjects, all of which are believed to reference 
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Agostino Chigi’s birthdate: November 29, 1466.80 Twenty-six compartments within the vault 
include ten spandrels decorated with hexagonal panels, each featuring one of the twelve zodiac 
signs accompanied by mythological figures representing the planets, sun, and the moon; fourteen 
pendentives, situated between the spandrels, include other zodiac constellations imposed against 
a gold mosaic-like background.81 The two central panels in the ceiling each feature a large-scale 
constellation, whose subjects, according to Mary Quinlan-McGrath, are tentatively identified as 
Perseus and Medusa to the left (with Fame [not a constellation]), and, possibly, Cynosura (Ursa 
Major) or Helice (Ursa Minor) to the right.  
Sagittarius (fig. 7.38) is situated in the hexagonal panel just below the figure of Fame in 
the central left panel. Peruzzi depicts the centaur with a white equine lower body and head of 
brown scruffy hair and a quiver full of arrows, as he rears up within the confined space of the 
hexagon and prepares to shoot an arrow from his bow; standing next to Sagittarius, to the right, 
is Apollo, who represents the Sun, holding a lyre in his right hand. Peruzzi’s astrological ceiling 
is one of the few instances in the Cinquecento where Sagittarius – and other zodiacal signs – is 
situated outside the frame of a star-studded constellation of a sky map.  
Late-sixteenth-century examples of astrological ceilings present a more inclusive design 
wherein the celestial bodies are not only painted to reflect the actual night skies but, according to 
Mark Rosen, these sky maps were situated in a “vault above a room whose walls were decorated 
with maps and geographical imagery, and each carefully plotted the skies at a certain moment 
that implied the dominion or dynastic power of the current sovereign.”82 Although Sagittarius is 
integrated within the overall astrological program and not singled out in any of these sky maps, 
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the images are included here to illustrate the evolution of Sagittarian imagery and the function of 
astrological imagery in the Renaissance. Comparing, for example, Peruzzi’s figures of 
Sagittarius and Apollo (Sun) to both of Vanosino’s centaur figures in the Palazzo Farnese at 
Caprarola (fig. 7.35) and the Sala di Bologna in the Vatican (fig. 7.36), there is a distinct move 
towards representing zodiac figures as virtual constellations in their perceived environment. 
Peruzzi’s ceiling isolates specific figures, thereby magnifying them for the spectator so they are 
easily identifiable, whereas Vanosino’s sky maps are a mass of figural constellations actively 
engaged with one another and moving along the expansive celestial skies in circular patterns.  
Loren Partridge, observing the unprecedented celestial imagery of sky maps in 
Vanosino’s fresco in Caprarola, claims that the viewpoint appears to be coming from the skies as 
though looking toward the earth and that the “Caprarola map is a comprehensive and accurate 
diagram of the entire heavens, embracing all seasons of the year and based on the most 
authoritative ancient source.”83 The Caprarola celestial map and the decorative area just below 
and adjoining it on the walls reference Cardinal Alessandro Farnese’s birth horoscope, as well as 
the moment in his chart indicating the age he would be made cardinal.84 Sagittarius bearing a 
shield is shown in nearly the same position in both the Caprarola and the Vatican frescoes.  
The sky map (fig. 7.37) in the vaulted ceiling in the Palazzo Ducale, in Mantua, presents 
the virgin huntress Diana crossing the night sky in her chariot and situated below Diana’s chariot 
is a more youthful figure of Sagittarius (fig. 7.39), who holds a pine-tipped spear under his left 
arm. Diana may have been chosen for her association with Virgo, which was Duke Guglielmo 
Gonzaga’s astrological sign; however, the exact reading of these astrological frescoes offers 
many possible theories relating to the patron’s horoscope, celebratory events within his or his 
																																								 																				
83 Partridge, 121. 
84 Mary Quinlan-McGrath, Influences: Art, Optics, and Astrology in the Italian Renaissance (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2013), 10. 
	
217	
family’s life, moral messages of virtue, and so on.85 Such attention to astrological symbols and 
readings became instrumental for Renaissance rulers, who believed critical decisions should be 
made based on how, when, and in what position the stars were aligned. According to Quinlan-
McGrath, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century patrons believed “celestial forces could operate 
through their works of art and architecture.”86 Astrological frescoes, particularly those on a grand 
scale, spoke to the patron’s fascination with celestial bodies and how these astrological signs 
were believed to govern the lives of humans on earth. 
 
Conclusion 
Interest in Chiron went beyond antiquity through the Middle Ages and, while it hit its 
peak during the Renaissance, the appeal of Chiron imagery continued through the Baroque and 
Neoclassical periods. He exemplifies the Neoplatonic concept of the spiritual overcoming the 
desires of the physical or material, in that intellect and wisdom are prioritized over the desires of 
the flesh. For humanists, Chiron was a reference to the classical past, as well as to the dual nature 
within human beings and the ability to reason; he was the consummate humanist educator. 
Chiron symbolized man overcoming his base instincts, the soul ascending to a higher plane of 
spirituality, making him a symbol of wisdom, patience, education, and culture – exactly what the 
erudite Renaissance patron aspired to in life. His transformation into Sagittarius – in Renaissance 
art – is precisely emblematic of Ficino’s emphasis on the elevation of the soul. Chiron, due to his 
wisdom, beneficence, and giving nature, is released from his physical form and his soul ascends 
to the heavens, where he is commemorated in the form of a celestial being.  
The elevation of the centaur’s soul, as demonstrated through images of Chiron and the 
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tender centaur scenes that were discussed in chapter six, is nowhere to be found in the lustful and 
cunning imagery of the centaur Nessus presented in the next chapter. Chapter eight, the final 
section in this essay, will analyze Italian Renaissance images featuring Nessus, Deianira, and 
Hercules and how the destructive behavior of that centaur became a popular subject in late-






Hercules, Nessus, Deianira and the Destruction of the Centaur 
 
 
 This chapter will analyze the lustful and savage centaur as realized in three specific 
subjects: Nessus Abducting Deianira, Hercules Defeating Nessus, and Hercules Slaying the 
Centaur. Few artworks, especially large-scale works, depicted these subjects during the mid-to-
late Quattrocento; however, the increase in sexually violent imagery gained traction in the 
Cinquecento and images of Nessus Abducting Deianira were in high demand. Furthermore, a 
critical shift is evident in how artists portrayed the subject: early on the violence was merely 
implied, but later works illustrate explicit violence.  
According to Wright, mythological subjects became increasingly fashionable in mid-
fifteenth-century Florence, where they were “first manifested in panels set into domestic 
furniture.”1 The first section of this chapter will analyze two wedding chests featuring a centaur 
carrying a maiden; this was a common motif in medieval and Renaissance images and while the 
figures are anonymous, it is clear that they reference the centaur/maiden abduction imagery in 
the Greco-Roman myths of Nessus and Deianira, as well as Eurytus and Hippodamia (noted in 
chapter two). Paintings illustrating episodes of violence and sexual assault were commonly 
found in the cassone and/or spalliera panels of the late-Quattrocento camera, or bedroom. 
Deianira’s abduction and her attempted rape were seen as didactic tools for new brides, used as a 
means of instruction on proper marital and social conduct, as well as reinforcing the rules of 
submission to their husbands.  
																																								 																				




The second, third, and fourth sections of this chapter will examine the popularity of 
Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules in paintings, as well as maiolica and plaquettes. These subjects 
are included on objects within the private domestic interior, suggesting they were primarily 
intended for the female viewer, but the suggestive, erotic tone of the narrative also served to 
please the male viewer. The last section of this chapter will analyze the function of these subjects 
when they were produced as large-scale marble sculptures displayed in public and as bronze 
statuettes. The inventive, dramatic, and expressly violent depictions of Nessus Abducting 
Deianira and Hercules Slaying the Centaur were primarily executed as large, figural groups by 
late-sixteenth-century sculptors Vincenzo de’ Rossi (1525-1587) and Giambologna; the latter’s 
followers, Antonio Susini and Pietro Tacca (1577-1640), reproduced similar models as statuettes, 
which became immensely popular and were produced in vast quantities.  
These large- and small-scale works, particularly between 1560 and 1600, ushered in a 
period of savage centaur imagery, where the traditional centaur characteristics of lust, barbarism, 
and deceit were once again considered its most relevant traits. The centaur, here, references lust, 
tyranny, and abandon, but Hercules destroys the creature and order is restored. Late-sixteenth-
century centaur sculptures stress the uncontrolled beast within man; the former Neoplatonic 
interpretation ceased to be relevant by the middle of the Cinquecento. The emphasis on Hercules, 
his heroism, and his victory in slaying Nessus/Unknown Centaur using his brute force and divine 
skills reinforced the association between Hercules and Florence, especially the Medici rulers. 
While Nessus was a symbol of duplicity and lechery, Hercules had a long history in late-
medieval and Renaissance art as a symbol of strength and fortitude; his inclusion on the relief 
sculpture on the Porta della Mandorla, on the north entrance to the Florence Cathedral, 
reinforced the demi-god’s association with Florence. Leopold Ettlinger suggests that Hercules, 
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for the Medici and especially Lorenzo the Magnificent, was “an example of the civic life and of 
civic virtue as needed in the leader of Florence… and in understanding Hercules’ deeds in the 
light of Neoplatonic philosophy… Ficino, in 1477, speaks of Hercules as standing for reason”; 
while Hercules’ versatility as demi-god and hero is emphasized by Wright, who argues “as a 
fictional ancestor and/or model for the ruler, Hercules was a notable favorite at court from the 
Middle Ages onwards.”2 The commissions for large-scale sculptures of Hercules performing his 
labors and defeating his opponents, especially the centaur, indicate the authority of the Medici 
dukes and the political propaganda they used to demonstrate their established rule over Florence, 
as well as the power inherently within them to defeat any existing or potential foes. 
 
Late-fifteenth-century Cassoni and the Didactic Motif of Centaurs Abducting Maidens 
The first of the categories to be discussed in this chapter is private imagery with domestic 
implications. In Renaissance Italy, wedding chests, typically identified in primary documents as 
cassoni or forzieri, were part of a bride’s trousseau.3 Cassoni were originally procured by the 
bride’s family, though by the mid-fourteenth century the groom assumed responsibility for 
commissioning them.4 Sara Matthews-Grieco describes a typical Florentine Renaissance 
wedding day feast when “the new bride was transferred between her father’s and her husband’s 
home and mounted on a white horse, she would be escorted by a group of elegant young men 
																																								 																				
2 Seznec, 20, n27; Leopold D. Ettlinger, “Hercules Florentinus,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in 
Florenz 16:2 (1972): 137; Wright, 81-82. Seznec, Ettlinger and Wright discuss Hercules’ secular and political 
importance, particularly for Florentines, as a symbol of victory over tyranny. As early as the thirteenth century, 
Hercules wielding his club appeared on the seal of the Florentine commune and the seal was said to bear the 
inscription “Herculea clava domat Florentia prava” (“Florence subdues depravity with a Herculean club”).  
3 Claudio Paolini, “Chests,” in At Home in Renaissance Italy, ed. Marta Ajmar-Wollheim and Flora Dennis (exh. 
cat., London: V&A Publications, 2006), 120. Paolini observes that while the term cassone is typically used in 
modern scholarship, archival documentation attests to the differentiation among different types of wedding chests 
and uses several terms to distinguish between them, such as “the cassone, the cassa, the forziere, and the cofano.” 
4 Cristelle Baskins, Cassone Painting, Humanism, and Gender in Early Modern Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 4.  
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who would joust in the street as they cleared the way for the nuptial procession.”5 Beautifully 
carved and/or painted cassoni, along with the rest of the bride’s trousseau, would be displayed 
during the procession to impress audiences gathering in the streets; the intent was to display the 
wealth and prestige of the bride’s family, thereby validating the success of the match. 
Cassone decoration – from the fourteenth through the late-fifteenth century – typically 
featured classical, biblical, or historiated subjects, such as Apollonio di Giovanni’s (1414-1465) 
Rape of the Sabines or Jacopo Sellaio’s Story of Lucretia. However, mythological subjects 
appeared more frequently from the mid-to-late-fifteenth century. Images of lascivious centaurs, 
and/or other hybrid beasts, spiriting away frightened nymphs or maidens were riddled with 
implications of sexual assault (as already noted in chapter two with regard to the 
Centauromachy, as well as other instances, like Bartolomeo di Giovanni’s Marriage of Thetis 
and Peleus (fig. 7.14), where satyrs and centaurs chase after young women in the background 
scene) and were often included in cassone decoration. These scenes typically bordered the 
central panel or were located on the testate, or end panels. While they may appear innocuous, 
there were several key underlying messages, such as guarding a young bride’s virtue against 
carnal desire outside of the marital bed, referencing a wife’s duty to submit to the passions and 
the will of her husband, and/or acting as stimulation for the husband’s gaze.  
Two cassoni – one attributed to the Florentine workshop of Antonio and Piero del 
Pollaiuolo (fig. 8.1) and the other to a Sienese artist (fig. 8.2)  – vary in the overall design of the 
chests themselves, yet the panel decorations are strikingly similar. Both objects date to the 
second half of the fifteenth century and the front-facing decorative panels – each comprised of 
three figural groups – are nearly identical except for the reversal of the imagery and minor 
differences in details. The Pollaiuolo cassone presents a centaur, to the far left, abducting a 
																																								 																				
5 Ibid., 5; Matthews-Grieco, “Marriage and Sexuality,” in Ajmar-Wollheim and Dennis, 112; Paolini, 120. 
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maiden; the central scene includes four female figures in loose, billowing garments and adorned 
with attributes identifying them as the four Cardinal Virtues (Temperance, Justice, Fortitude, and 
Prudence); and to the right, two hybrids (a centaur and a satyr?) wielding clubs and bearing 
shields engage in combat.  
Returning to the centaur and the maiden, the former wears a breastplate decorated with 
intricate swirling patterns and with his right hand, he holds up a now faded and unidentifiable 
object, perhaps a horn or musical instrument of some sort. The creature is shown in profile but 
his face is turned toward the viewer; his left arm is securely fastened around the waist of the 
maiden he carries on his back. The maiden is pulled close to the centaur, the side of her head 
touching his; she sits demurely atop her captor with her ankles crossed and in her left arm she 
carries what resembles a cornucopia. Decorative pedestals topped with tiers of fluted vessels 
separate the figural groups; each pedestal supports a shield, also faded but most likely decorated 
with a coat of arms representing the family of the bride and the groom. Garlands are suspended 
from the upper register of the panel over each of the three scenes.  
The Sienese cassone’s central panel imagery mirrors that of the Florentine chest; 
however, the left and right scenes are reversed, the garlands have been omitted, and the pedestals 
lack the tiers of vessels. Unlike some cassoni where the scenes are painted onto the panel with 
egg tempera, these chests are examples of pastiglia, or “pastework,” where gesso was applied to 
the wood and then sculpted. Neither the centaurs nor the maidens in these chests have been 
identified as Nessus and Deianira; however, they are examples of hybrid creatures stealing away 
young maidens in an attempt to rob them of their virtue. These motifs might be a subtle reference 
to the myths where Eurytus attempted to rape Hippodamia and Nessus abducted Deianira, or 
they could simply refer to the bestial character of centaurs; while the motifs here appear less 
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threatening than the aggressive and graphic assaults that would dominate the Nessus and 
Deianira imagery of the late-sixteenth century, the intimation of sexual violence and rape is ever 
present. 
This predilection for, and acceptance of, abduction imagery is what Diane Wolfthal terms 
the “anesthetization of rape” during the early modern period.6 Wolfthal argues that the majority 
of rape images in early modern art were conceived and accepted as “heroic” rapes carried out by 
gods, heroes, and rulers and the images had three primary functions: “to elucidate marital 
doctrine, to serve as erotic stimulation, and to assert political authority over aristocratic patrons.” 
However, Wolfthal’s “heroic” attribution cannot apply to the subject of Nessus Abducting 
Deianira.7 Nessus is neither god nor hero; he is the uncivilized and lustful hybrid monster that 
will ultimately be vanquished when Hercules comes to rescue his bride. Of course, the emphasis 
is not on Deianira’s fear, pain, or even her assault, but on Hercules defeating the enemy and 
retrieving what belongs to him: his bride, and therefore, his property. 
Italian Renaissance artists used the motif of Nessus carrying the struggling Deianira 
across his back as a symbol of her impending sexual violation, which is described in classical 
texts; however, the sexual act itself is never realized, neither in artworks nor in the actual Greco-
Roman myth. Hercules shoots his arrow and kills Nessus before the centaur has a chance to fully 
implement his plan. Regardless, Deianira is physically violated and traumatized, as is evident 
through her brutal abduction. Deianira’s plight, along with other abduction/rape myths, 
constituted typical cassone and spalliera imagery within the marital bedroom and such images, 
according to Wolfthal, who references Marco Antonio Altieri’s (1450-1532) Li nuptiali (c. 
																																								 																				
6 Diane Wolfthal, Images of Rape: The “Heroic” Tradition and Its Alternatives (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), 9. 




1500), “reinforced the idea of marriage as a form of violence against women”; since chaste 
brides lacked any knowledge of sexual intercourse and how the act itself was performed, 
particularly on the wedding night, they were forced to accept the groom’s aggressive sexual 
advances.8 Altieri’s marital treatise likens the sexual union between husband and wife, on the 
occasion of their wedding night, to the Roman soldiers’ savage abduction and sexual violation of 
the Sabine women, who ultimately submitted to the soldiers and married them; Altieri states 
outright that a husband must enforce his authority over his wife in order to gain her submission.9  
Ellen Callman traced the trajectory for painted cassoni in Tuscany and claims it lasted a 
brief period from the “late Trecento to the late Quattrocento.”10 It appears painted cassoni 
reached their peak in the fifteenth century, but the desire for this type of painted furniture 
languished by the early sixteenth century when, Claudio Paolini contends, cassone decoration 
evolved into ornately designed and intricately carved chests referencing ancient sarcophagi.11 
Vasari, writing in the mid-sixteenth century, describes them as fashionable during “those times… 
and for many years they were in use,” suggesting the painted cassone had become outdated.12 
Nevertheless, the stories of Nessus, Hercules, and Deianira continued to appear within the 
domestic setting in paintings, lusterware, plaquettes, and statuettes, essentially confirming that 
the illustrated messages of maintaining female decorum, virtue, and obedience were still the 






8 Ibid., 15. 
9 Marco Antonio Altieri, Li nuptiali, ed. Enrico Narducci (Rome: Tipografia Romana di C. Bartoli, 1873), 52. 
10 Ellen Callman, “William Blundell Spence and the Transformation of Renaissance Cassoni,” The Burlington 
Magazine 141 no. 1155 (June 1999): 339. 
11 Baskins, 4, notes that cassone painting gradually fell out of favor by the early sixteenth century and Paolini, 121, 
states they “rapidly disappeared.” 
12 Vasari, ed. Milanesi, 2:148-49. 
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Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira: The Paintings 
 
Several ancient authors recount the myth of Deianira’s abduction and attempted violation, 
yet Ovid’s tale in the Metamorphoses was, perhaps, the most detailed and consulted version for 
Italian Renaissance humanists, patrons, and artists: 
While Hercules was heading back to Thebes, the city he called home, with his new bride, 
he came to the swift waters of Evenus, higher than normal, swollen with winter rains, and 
full of whirlpools – impassable in short. Though Hercules was fearless for himself, 
concern for Deianira made him anxious. Along came Nessus, powerfully built, and 
knowing where the river could be forded: “With my assistance, Hercules, your bride will 
be set down on the opposing bank,” he said, “and you can swim across yourself.” 
Although she was frightened by the centaur as by the raging river, Hercules entrusted her 
to Nessus, and at once, still weighed down with his lion skin and quiver (for he had 
thrown his club and curving bow across to the far bank), the hero said, “One river I’ve 
already overcome: I’ll conquer this one just as handy.” And without hesitating, or 
attempting to find a calmer place to cross it at, he spurned the help of more compliant 
waters; and after he had reached the other bank, as he was picking up the articles sent 
over in advance, he recognized his wife’s voice, and he shouted to the centaur, who was 
preparing to violate his trust: “To what unhappy end will that misplaced self-confidence 
of yours betray you, rapist? Yes, I mean you, double-dealing Nessus! Listen, don’t 
interfere with what is mine – if not for the respect you ought to show me, then for the 
memory of Ixion, your father, who lies bound upon a wheel for all eternity – the price he 
paid for his attempting a forbidden rape. It won’t be possible for you to flee, however 
much you count on equine speed: my weapon, not my feet, will run you down!” It 
happened as he said: with those last words, he drilled an arrow through the centaur’s 
back, whose barbed tip exited beneath his breast. When he removed it, blood that had 
been mixed with the Hydra’s poison spurted from those wounds. The centaur let it soak 
into his tunic, “Lest I should die,” he said, “without revenge,” and gave the garment 
steeped in his warm blood to Deianira as a magic charm that would induce a lost love to 
return.13  
 
Although Deianira accepts the poisoned shirt, years pass before she – in a fit of jealousy – gives 
the shirt to Hercules, a subject that was rarely featured in Renaissance art. Aside from artworks 
that include or emphasize the shirt to foreshadow Hercules’ death, such as the Master HB’s 
(active c. 1525/50) bronze medal A Messenger Brings Hercules the Shirt of Nessus (c. 1525/50), 
images of Hercules actually holding or wearing the shirt in Renaissance artworks are few, for 
																																								 																				
13 Ovid, Metamorphoses, book 9:148-97. See also Apollodorus, The Library, book 2:vii.6-7; Diodorus Siculus, 
Library of History, book 4:36; and Younger Philostratus, Imagines, 16. 
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example Tiziano Aspetti’s (1565-1607) bronze statuette Hercules with the Shirt of Nessus, 
executed around 1600.14 Some artists chose to depict Nessus wearing the shirt or robe around his 
shoulders, hinting at Hercules’ inevitable demise; however, aside from Giulio Romano’s drawing 
and fresco of the same subject, which will be discussed below, this motif is typically confined to 
maiolica or plaquettes. 
Like the cassoni analyzed in the previous section, the seven paintings that will be 
discussed in this section were intended for the domestic interior; however, these works include 
the identifiable figures of Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules. Six of the seven works present a 
markedly similar compositional format where Nessus, who carries Deianira, is separated from 
Hercules by the river Evenus. The six works that will be discussed include Apollonio di 
Giovanni and Marco del Buono’s (1402-1489) Nessus’ Abduction of Deianira (fig. 8.3); an 
unknown Florentine artist’s The Rape of Deianira (fig. 8.4); Jacopo Bellini’s (or studio) The 
Rape of Deianira (fig. 8.5); Antonio (1433-1498) and Piero del Pollaiuolo’s (1443-1496) 
Hercules and Deianira (fig. 8.6); the Master of the Cassone’s (dates unknown) Nessus, Deianira, 
and Hercules (fig. 8.8); Paolo Veronese’s (1528-1588) Hercules, Deianira, and the Centaur 
Nessus (fig. 8.13); and Giulio Romano and studio’s fresco Nessus and Deianira Giving the Shirt 
to Hercules (fig. 8.14). The paintings attributed to Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del Buono, 
to the unknown Florentine, and to the Master of the Cassone (or a follower of Pollaiuolo) are the 
testate (end panels) of cassoni and they are included here for two reasons: first, they are flat, 
painted narratives and not pastiglia; and second, the three compositions are similar to two other 
																																								 																				
14 The Master HB medal is in the Samuel H. Kress Collection (1957.14.1004b), National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. The statuette is located in the Royal Collection Trust, Windsor Castle (RCIN 70854); it is 
mentioned here simply as a reference to the subject of Nessus’ shirt, but does not actually include a centaur. 
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works that will be discussed in this section.15 All seven paintings are relatively small-to-medium 
images, except the fresco, and intended for private consumption in the domestic interior: the 
smallest in size is the panel attributed to Bellini, being 16” x 14 ¾,” and the Pollaiuolo brothers’ 
painting is the largest, reaching 21 ½” x 31 3/16.”  The first five paintings were executed 
between approximately 1450 and 1475; they will be discussed together due to the unifying 
details of the imagery.  
Unlike the Centauromachy, which features a massive cast of characters, Deianira’s plight 
traditionally features just three figures: Deianira herself, Nessus, and Hercules.16 On occasion, an 
artist will omit Hercules from the scene and render Nessus and Deianira as the primary subject; 
this is often the case with plaquettes and medals, where space is limited, but this occurs in large 
sculpture as well, and sometimes the river god Evenus is included. Nevertheless, the paintings 
included here feature the three main figures. The first example (fig. 8.3), and arguably the 
earliest Florentine cassone panel featuring this subject, was executed by Apollonio di Giovanni 
and Marco del Buono and features a somewhat stylistically crude and simplistic landscape.17 A 
river divides the composition and four steep and pointed mountains, shaped like right triangles, 
are situated on either side of the river. Hercules, positioned in the lower right corner, prepares to 
shoot forth an arrow from his bow; clothed in a girdle of leaves, he appears confident in his quest 
to slay the centaur. Nessus and Deianira appear to the far left having already traversed the river, 
yet Nessus’ back hooves remain in the water.  The centaur turns his upper body and his face 
																																								 																				
15 Paul Schubring, Cassoni: Truhen and Truhenbilder der italienischen Frührenaissance (Leipzig: K.W. 
Hiersemann, 1915), I:121 and 297, nos. 335-37; Maurice W. Brockwell, Abridged Catalogue of the Pictures at 
Doughty House, Richmond, Surrey, in the Collection of Sir Herbert Cook, Bt. (London: Heinemann, 1932), 23, no. 
21. Brockwell attributes the testate panels to an unknown artist referred to as the “Cassone Master”; however, 
Schubring argues a follower of Pollaiuolo executed the testate panels. The Triumph of David cassone panel is 
attributed to Lo Scheggia (1406-1486). 
16 Some Renaissance images of The Abduction (or Rape) of Deianira include the river god Evenus, as mentioned in 
Ovid. However, I’ve only come across Evenus in maiolica imagery, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
17 Yael Even, “Nessus’ Abduction of Deianira: A Subject for All Seasons,” Explorations in Renaissance Culture 
31:2 (2005): 193.  
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toward Deianira, as she kneels on his back and faces him. A far cry from Ovid’s description of 
Deianira’s pleas for help, the imagery here shows a more docile Deianira, perhaps still in shock 
over her abduction. 
The second panel (fig. 8.4) seems to mirror the previously discussed composition; the 
landscape is bears a close resemblance to Apollonio and Marco’s panel, but the unknown 
Florentine artist included an additional number of triangular mountains and his river is slightly 
wider. The main divergence from the previous image is that the figures in the second panel are 
long, willowy, frail and reminiscent of elongated, wispy figural types of the medieval period. 
Like Apollonio and Marco’s Deianira, the female in the second panel does not appear to be in 
distress; she sits close to Nessus and makes no attempt to flee from him. Deianira, here, is 
subdued; the only indications of her plight are her outstretched hands in a plea for help. 
Hercules’ girdle of leaves is also similar to the covering he wears in fig. 8.3. The similarity of the 
details suggests that the Florentine artist was aware of Apollonio and Marco’s panel or, perhaps, 
the second panel is the earlier of the two works. Bernard Berenson originally attributed this work 
to the Sienese artist Stefano di Giovanni di Consolo (1392-1450), also known as Sassetta, based 
on the Gothicizing style of the figures.18 
The third panel (fig. 8.5), which Lionello Venturi attributed to Jacopo Bellini, presents a 
similar nondescript landscape, but Bellini has included thin trees that are cut off at the top, and a 
narrow, winding river that appears more like a stream and is bordered by a small triangular patch 
of grass to the right and a craggy edge, to the left, that leads to several hilltops.19 The dearth of 
																																								 																				
18 I could find no further information on this work; Bernard Berenson’s attribution to Sassetta is noted on the 
Fondazione Federico Zeri website. Accessed on December 3, 2018. 
http://catalogo.fondazionezeri.unibo.it/scheda.v2.jsp?locale=artstor,%27A=0&decorator=layout_resp&apply=true&t
ipo_scheda=OA&id=16208&titolo=Anonimo+fiorentino+sec.+XV%2C+Ratto+di+Deianira 
19 Lionello Venturi, “A Mythological Picture by Jacopo Bellini,” The Burlington Magazine 49 no. 284 (November 
1926): 205; George Martin Richter, “Pisanello Studies II,” The Burlington Magazine f 55 no. 318 (September 1929): 
133; and Eisler, 35, fig. 13. While Venturi attributes this painting to Bellini, Richter argues that stylistically the work 
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landscape can, perhaps, be explained by the artist homing in on the figures themselves: to the 
right, Hercules, classically rendered as a completely nude figure, save the flattened lion-skin 
hanging across his back, strides forward with bow and arrow in place and prepares to shoot his 
enemy. Nessus, caught in mid-gallop with forelegs rearing up and back legs still plunged in the 
river, is shown in profile with torso twisted toward the right and his head facing Hercules.  
Unlike the previous two paintings, Deianira’s expression is one of desperation as she 
flails her arms in fear. Nessus’ arms hold Deianira in a stifling embrace; the fingers of his right 
hand form deep impressions in her shoulder. The fair-haired Deianira, her hands thrown up in 
despair, looks longingly toward Hercules while she sits precariously atop Nessus’ back. 
Although Deianira directs her gaze toward Hercules, oddly enough Hercules is not looking up at 
her. His head is slightly tilted down and the trajectory of Hercules’ gaze leads toward Deianira’s 
open thighs; without looking up, Hercules aims his arrow at Nessus’ chest. The figures 
themselves exceed the boundaries of the landscape: Hercules’ bent elbow is cut off by the edge 
of the panel and Nessus’ bent forelegs press against the other side of the panel, threatening to 
veer outside of the confining composition. There is little space between Hercules and the figures 
of Nessus and Deianira; Hercules is so close to Deianira that the point of his arrow is nearly 
touching the inside of her elbow and her hand is merely centimeters away from the hand with 
which Hercules grips his bow.  
The Pollaiuolo panel (fig. 8.6) was executed after Antonio’s earlier series illustrating the 
Labors of Hercules, a Medici commission. According to Wright, the Hercules and Deianira was 
a collaborative effort between Antonio and his younger sibling Piero; Wright observes the 
distinction of the artists’ hands in the style and painting of the figures and claims Piero was 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																																			
belongs to Pisanello; however, Eisler’s monograph on Jacopo Bellini, which contains the most recent information on 
this work, states the painting belongs to Jacopo Bellini or his studio. Unfortunately, I have no knowledge of the 
current whereabouts of this work and I will continue to refer to it here as Bellini’s painting. 
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responsible for both Nessus’ upper body and Deianira’s “elongated and boneless figure,” while 
Hercules can be attributed to the hand of Antonio.20 The brothers may have been familiar with 
Florentine sculptor Antonio Filarete’s (1400-1469) depiction of this subject on the frame of the 
bronze doors at St. Peter’s basilica; the reliefs decorating the frame include episodes from the 
Labors of Hercules, as well as Nessus Abducting Deianira (fig. 8.7) and other mythological 
imagery, and Filarete’s Equestrian Statue of Marcus Aurelius, a statuette located in Dresden, also 
features a relief of centaur abducting a nymph, which could possibly reference Nessus and 
Deianira.21 Unlike the sparse landscapes featured in the first three paintings, the Pollaiuolo 
landscape is vast and practically dominates the scene. Brown earth tones reference the Florentine 
landscape with the rapidly flowing waters of the Arno River winding endlessly into the 
background.  
The testata painting attributed to the Master of the Cassone/follower of Pollaiuolo (fig. 
8.8) presents a similar, yet less sophisticated composition. The familiar scene lacks the elongated 
and graceful figures included in the Pollaiuolo painting; here, Nessus grapples with the awkward 
figure of Deianira, who can hardly keep from sliding off the centaur’s back. The Pollaiuolo 
Hercules – muscular and depicted in an active stance with his body leaning forward and the 
weight of it pressing down upon his left knee – is absent in this testata, where Hercules is 
rendered in a stiff and flat manner. Unlike Bellini’s nude Hercules, the Pollaiuolo and Master of 
the Cassone Hercules figures both show the lion skin draped around his waist and covering his 
backside. The landscape is somewhat lackluster; while it does include the winding river and the 
hilly backdrop, the color is monochrome and bland. Wright brings into the discussion Aby 
																																								 																				
20 Wright, 98. 
21 Ibid., 99. The relief featuring Nessus Abducting Deianira is located on Marcus Aurelius’ helmet, which is located 
on the base of the statue by the horse’s raised hoof. While the body of Nessus is only slightly visible in the images 
available, the figure of Deianira is difficult to discern. Therefore, I have left the image out of the illustrations list. 
See appendix no. 30. 
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Warburg’s proposal of a source in a Roman mosaic (fig. 8.9) located at the National 
Archeological Museum in Madrid, which is nearly identical to the image of Nessus and Deianira 
in these paintings but in reverse; Wright, however, claims the authenticity of this mosaic remains 
questionable and argues that similar ancient images may have been available during the early 
Quattrocento, though documentation is scarce.22 
This cassone was originally thought to date to 1467.23 Early research conducted by 
Herbert Horne revealed that the coats of arms displayed on it correspond to the Lanfredini and 
Carnesecchi families; Horne deduced that the cassone was intended for the 1467 marriage of 
Giuliano Carnesecchi and Cassandra Lanfredini and, therefore, the Pollaiuolo painting, upon 
which the cassone panel was believed to be based, predates this work.24 However, Wright, who 
also notes the connection between the Pollaiuolo painting and this testata, contends that the 
Pollaiuolo painting dates to roughly 1475 and the testata post-dates this work; her argument 
proposes that the cassone itself is actually a compilation of fifteenth-century and nineteenth-
century elements and because of this a commission date of 1467 cannot be determined.25 
Nevertheless, it is difficult to argue that the chest’s central painting, Lo Scheggia’s (1406-1486) 
The Triumph of David, which is securely dated to 1467, and the side panels would have been 
assembled nearly a decade apart. The question, therefore, remains which abduction image 
inspired the other? Furthermore, how does Bellini’s similar painting figure into this pedigree? 
Both Apollonio and Marco’s cassone and the panel attributed to the unknown Florentine 
artists may have been executed at the same time as Bellini’s painting; however, Bellini’s panel 
was most likely still in the Veneto and it is doubtful the Pollaiuolo brothers, the Master of the 
																																								 																				
22 Ibid., 100. 
23 Ibid. London, Christie’s Old Master Auction, 8 December 2005, Lot 23. 
24 Herbert Cook, “The Newhaven Pollaiuolo,” The Burlington Magazine 9 (April 1906): 52-53. 
25 Wright, 99. 
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Cassone, and the unknown Florentine artists would have had access to it. Ancient literary sources 
recounting the story of Nessus abducting Deianira would have been consulted but it is unclear 
which, if any, ancient sculptures would have been available with the story of Nessus and 
Deianira during the Renaissance. Most sarcophagi, as already discussed in previous chapters, 
featured images of centaurs battling men, Bacchic imagery where musical centaurs led Bacchus’ 
and Ariadne’s chariot, and centauresses with their young. Certainly ancient cameos and/or coins 
could have inspired this imagery. Wright proposes a possible source, an ancient gem illustrating 
Bellerophon and Pegasus: the imagery of Pegasus leaping while Bellerophon’s garments billow 
in the wind may have inspired the dramatic poses of Nessus and Deianira in the Pollaiuolo 
painting.26 However, it is more likely that there were examples of ichthyocentaurs (sea centaurs) 
carrying nereids, which formed part of the marine thiasos of several ancient sarcophagi that 
would have been available to Renaissance audiences (figs. 8.10 - 8.12), that prompted these 
images of Deianira straddling or sitting on top of Nessus as he whisks her away.  
Like the testate paintings, the Pollaiuolo panel was also intended for private viewing. 
Wright argues that the Pollaiuolo painting, prior to being transferred to canvas, originally had a 
“fruitwood support… and it was an early example of a rather small spalliera panel, probably 
placed above a piece of furniture within the chamber.”27 However, Luba Freedman has recently 
suggested that the Pollaiuolo’s Hercules and Deianira and their Annunciation painting, currently 
located in Berlin, were Medici commissions and intended for their villa in Careggi; the 
Annunciation would have been placed in a private chapel and the Hercules and Deianira would 
have been hung above the door in the adjacent anteroom.28 Freedman’s argument that the works 
																																								 																				
26 Ibid., 73.  
27 Ibid., 99. 
28 Luba Freedman, “Florence in Two Pollaiuolo Paintings,” Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. Classe 
di lettere e filosofia serie 5, vol. 2, no. 1, Censura, riscrittura, restauro (2010): 275-96, 391-94.    
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were Medici commissions is plausible, since Piero de’ Medici had requested the Labors of 
Hercules from Antonio during the 1460s.29 However, it seems more probable that the Hercules 
and Deianira painting would have been placed in the bedroom, as Wright suggests. 
Unfortunately, little is known about the Bellini painting, including for whom it was 
commissioned as well as its originally intended location; furthermore, the current whereabouts of 
the work are unknown, which makes additional research difficult, but it is clear the imagery of 
all five paintings is so similar that they must have had a common antecedent.30 
 A little over a century later, Veronese painted the same subject with very different results 
(fig. 8.13). He reverses the scene and this time Hercules – shown as a robust, if somewhat pot-
bellied, and balding figure – positions himself behind a tall and leafy tree where he prepares to 
attack Nessus. Veronese’s illustrated account is unusual: Nessus and Deianira have already 
crossed the river and they fly off into the forest of trees, leaving Hercules in the distance. 
Veronese’s Hercules, unlike the previously discussed Hercules figures, is not in shooting stance; 
he lingers behind the tree watching Nessus’ escape, while he holds the bow in his right hand and 
the arrow in his left hand. Hercules seems ill prepared; he has yet to fit the arrow within the bow. 
This is not the typical depiction of the indestructible hero who performed his perilous labors 
valiantly. Consequently, it appears as though Nessus has become the victor galloping away with 
his prize. Veronese’s approach seems a failed attempt to capture Hercules’ heroism, which is 
evident in the aforementioned works, as well as in the fresco and drawing by Giulio Romano and 
his workshop.  
																																								 																				
29 Ettlinger, 124, 128; Wright, 75. Antonio Pollaiuolo’s Labors of Hercules included three large canvases that were 
relocated in “1495 from the Sala grande di Lorenzo to the Palazzo Vecchio”; these lost works – Hercules Killing the 
Hydra, Hercules Strangling Antaeus, and Hercules Overcoming the Nemean Lion – are believed to have been 
executed between 1460 and 1470 and were listed in the Medici palace inventory of 1492. Wright states the paintings 
disappeared sometime after the late sixteenth century. Furthermore, Ettlinger argues the Labors were inspired by the 
Porta della Mandorla left inner jamb border reliefs, executed between 1391 and 1397, featuring the same subjects. 
30 Ellen Callman, Apollonio di Giovanni (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), 39n4, 44-45. Callman briefly 
mentions the Cook cassone panels but does not provide an attribution.  
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Giulio’s workshop fresco (fig. 8.14), located in the Sala dei Cavalli, Palazzo del Te, 
features the aftermath of Hercules’ attack on Nessus and is based on Giulio’s drawing of the 
same subject (fig. 8.15). His presentation of the myth is perfectly clear: Nessus, prostrate on the 
ground with his forelegs bent, closes his left hand over his face in anguish and agony while he 
reaches back with his right hand to extract the arrow that has struck his chest and mortally 
wounded him. Deianira, still straddling the centaur’s back, holds up Nessus’ blood-soaked cloth, 
which he has slyly given to her as a gift for Hercules. Meanwhile, Hercules stands victoriously 
over his kill, holding his bow close to his body.  
Vasari writes that Rinaldo Mantovano (active 1527-1539) and Benedetto Pagni da Pescia 
(1504-1578) frescoed the room based on Giulio Romano’s designs and extant documentation 
corroborates his claim.31 Unfortunately, Frederick Hartt’s monograph on Giulio does not provide 
any iconographic description of the work other than mentioning it was one of six labors included 
within the decorative scheme of the room as “a series of imitation bronze panels” and although 
the reason for their inclusion is unclear, Hartt observes a possible connection between Hercules 
and the Este and Gonzaga families: “Jupiter is the father of Hercules, the Gonzaga eagle is the 
bird of Jupiter, Jupiter rules on Olympus, which is a Gonzaga impresa; moreover, Ercole is a 
favorite name in both the Este and Gonzaga families.”32 
Each of the works discussed presents Deianira in the role of the submissive female 
subordinate to her captor and helplessly awaiting rescue at the hands of her husband, Hercules. 
While these images of Deianira riding astride Nessus are mild in comparison to later works, 
where she struggles against Nessus and her fear and anguish are palpable, they are no less 
																																								 																				
31 Vasari, ed. Milanesi, 5:537; Hartt, 113, n9. The documents state Rinaldo and Pagni received the majority of the 
payments for the work executed. 
32 Hartt, 113-14. The other episodes included Hercules and the Bull, Hercules Conquering Cerberus, Hercules 
Crushing Antaeus, Hercules and the Hydra, and Hercules and the Nemean Lion. 
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pertinent to the subject of rape imagery. According to Yael Even, sexual violence in 
Quattrocento art was much less explicit than it would become in the later sixteenth century.33 
Even argues that abductions and implied rape scenes in fifteenth-century art were probably not 
meant to pique the interest of the male gaze but were instead intended for young brides.34 While 
the images certainly functioned as didactic for women, their role as a tool for erotic pleasure for 
male viewers should not be overlooked. Even points out the polarization of the three figures into 
two figural groups – Nessus and Deianira on one side and Hercules on the other – and contends 
that this polarization emphasizes Hercules’ ultimate triumph and heroism, while Nessus and 
Deianira “represent betrayal and defeat.”35  
There are several interpretations that can be gleaned from the myth: Deianira, being a 
vulnerable yet culpable female, could be blamed for allowing herself to be carried away by the 
bestial force (or charms) of the centaur Nessus, as described in Apollonio and Marco’s painting 
and in the unknown Florentine artist’s panel; this reading means that by being the “weaker sex,” 
Deianira has allowed herself to be seduced and the subject presents a moral message or warning 
that a woman should restrain herself in the company of the opposite sex and remain faithful to 
her husband.36 Another reading is that of Hercules’s heroism at having triumphed over Nessus. 
Again, Deianira’s abduction and imminent sexual violation are inconsequential here. There is no 
known imagery of Hercules actually saving his wife and retrieving her from the clutches of 
Nessus. Typically, at least in paintings, Nessus is shown with Deianira in distress as she 
precariously holds onto his back; they gallop away from Hercules, while the latter stands 
																																								 																				
33 Yael Even, “The Emergence of Sexual Violence in Quattrocento Florentine Art,” in Fifteenth-Century Studies 27: 
A Special Issue on Violence in Fifteenth-Century Text and Image, ed. Edelgard E. DuBruck and Yael Even 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell & Brewer, Camden House, 2002), 114. 
34 Ibid., 117. 
35 Yael Even, “On Man, Woman, and Centaur in Giambologna’s Art,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 16:3 
(Spring 1997): 2. 
36 Even, “Nessus’ Abduction of Deianira,” 193. 
	
237	
confidently and points his arrow ready to shoot. Even Giulio’s drawing (and the fresco) presents 
a mortally wounded Nessus with Deianira still sitting upon his back while Hercules patiently 
waits for her to come to him; he does not attempt to pull Deianira to safety. 
The confrontation between Hercules and Nessus as illustrated in these works is rather 
mild; there is no combat, no physical altercation between the two figures, and they are either 
separated by rivers or by Deianira herself. While the explanation for this in regard to the 
Quattrocento imagery, and even the fresco, is unclear, Veronese’s late-sixteenth-century tepid 
imagery is more confusing. However, the sixteenth century would see these relatively tranquil 
images being slowly replaced with the violent, physical combats between Hercules and Nessus 
and Hercules and the Unnamed Centaur. This change initially occurred in early-sixteenth-century 
prints, lusterware, and plaquettes. 
 
Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira on 16th Century Lusterware 
Nessus was a popular figure in maiolica paintings. Like cassoni, lusterware was intended 
for the domestic sphere (as noted in chapter two). The popularity of these scenes attests to their 
being utilized as a means of education for young brides and even grooms in the ways of marital 
life. Lusterware images of Nessus Abducting Deianira or Hercules Killing Nessus were in vogue 
on maiolica between 1510 and 1571 and, while there are at least seven known maiolica featuring 
one of these two subjects, only four examples will be discussed in this section, since the 
remainder simply indicate the continued use of a particular design and its innovative style.37  
The first three examples each range in date from 1525-35, 1538-40, and 1565-71; 
however, all three are based on Giovanni Jacopo Caraglio’s (c. 1500/05 - 1565) etching (fig. 
																																								 																				
37 See appendix (nos. 176, 195, 200, 206, 229-32, 250, 251, 262, 263, and 264) for maiolica featuring Nessus, 
Deianira, and/or Hercules. Appendix nos. 230 (Orazio Fontana Workshop) and 250 (Urbino Workshop) are yet other 
examples based on Caraglio’s etching. 
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8.17) after Rosso Fiorentino’s lost painting. Caraglio’s etching, particularly the spacing between 
the figures, recalls the earlier compositions by Bellini, the Pollaiuolo brothers, and the Master of 
the Cassone. The distinguishing elements, however, are the inclusion of the river god Evenus 
holding a large urn representing the flowing rivers, and the voluminous, billowing waves aroused 
by Nessus’ flight. Jacopo also includes Nessus’ shirt, which the centaur pulls tightly over his 
shoulders. The figures are large, muscular, and in active poses; this is especially noted in the 
contorted and twisting figure of Evenus, as he struggles to keep his grip on the massive urn. 
The earliest maiolica version (fig. 8.18) of the engraving is attributed to the workshop of 
Guido Durantino in Urbino (active 1520-1576). While the figures themselves mimic the poses in 
the engraving, they are spread out across the length of the plate and the scene lacks the dramatic 
action imposed by the billowing waves in the engraving. The river is calm. Trees border the right 
side of the composition where Hercules, wearing his lion-skin, is seen standing with his bow and 
arrow ready to strike. Nessus, pulling a blue cloth over an orange undergarment or shirt, leaps 
further into the river with Deianira seated across his back. Two small billowing clouds float 
directly above them and in the distance to the right, a cityscape comes into view. A contorted 
Evenus, struggling with his urn, separates the figural groups; however, his struggle appears odd 
considering the tranquility of the river.  
The same scene is repeated in the subsequent dish, attributed to Sforza di Marcantonio 
(dates unknown) and executed approximately ten to fifteen years later (fig. 8.19). The figures 
remain the same; however, the landscape is exchanged for an expansive, sweeping river 
punctuated by two sprawling sea-foam green and burnt-orange rocks in the foreground. Evenus’ 
urn seems more like a large, decorative seashell of some sort; his body is still twisted but not as 
contorted as in the previous dish or the engraving. The primary difference here is that the 
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composition is divided horizontally into the flowing river, illustrated through swirls and circular 
patterns, and the sky, yellow in the horizon and deep blue above; the sun is positioned just off 
center towards the upper left side and its rays stream down in an abstract pattern.  
The last maiolica piece is a vase (fig. 8.20). This late-sixteenth-century lusterware 
attributed to Orazio Fontana (1510-1571), in Urbino, is based on Caraglio’s engraving yet 
Fontana’s figures differ from the previously discussed versions. One side of the vase features 
Hercules embracing Deianira and the other side shows Nessus fleeing with her, while Hercules 
prepares to attack. This time, the river is illustrated as a portly old man, balding with a long grey 
beard. Unlike the engraving or the aforementioned maiolica, the vase shows Evenus from the 
front. Fontana’s river god is not contorted or struggling with his urn; instead, he lounges against 
the vessel, his left arm securely placed over it, while the river waters can be seen flowing out of 
its mouth. Evenus pays little attention to the action occurring behind him.  
Nessus is shown facing away from the viewer and his shirt is omitted; he struggles to 
keep Deianira from fleeing, as she straddles him but tries to remove herself from his embrace. 
Her arms are spread out wide and her lilac garments billow in the wind. Hercules, his lion skin 
covering his head and back, has his arrow placed inside his bow, the arrow point touching 
Nessus’ rump. Thin but leafy trees flank the scene and the river rapidly flows across the space. 
Since all four works were based on Rosso’s earlier painting, they not only reflect the popularity 
of the subject – particularly in the decorative arts – but the appeal of Rosso’s original 
composition, which was copied several times over a period of decades. 
Hercules’ strength and valor in defeating Nessus resonated with the ruling classes and 
men of power. However, in addition to Nessus, Hercules is also often shown killing a more 
generic centaur, derived from a different myth, where he substitutes a club for his bow and 
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arrow. The motif of Hercules bearing a club and using his brute strength to destroy an unnamed 
centaur is mentioned in the myth detailing Hercules’ Labors; after he had drunk Pholus’ (or 
Chiron’s) wine and a host of centaurs challenged him, Hercules fought the fearsome hybrids with 
a club and with his bare hands. This motif would become immensely popular in sculpture but it 
is first seen in Marcantonio Raimondi’s (1480-1534) early sixteenth-century engraving (fig. 
8.21), universally known as Hercules and Nessus, and Maestro Giorgio Andreoli’s workshop 
maiolica plate (fig. 8.22), titled Hercules Slays the Centaur Nessus, which is most likely based 
on Raimondi’s print. The position of the figures is also reminiscent of Antonio Federighi’s 
(1420-1483) Siena Baptismal Font reliefs (fig. 8.23), which included Hercules Slaying the 
Centaur and Hercules and the Nemean Lion: one relief presents Hercules with his knee pressing 
into the Nemean lion’s prostrate figure as he pulls the lion’s head back, and the next image 
shows Hercules standing over a centaur who mimics the position of the Nemean lion in the 
previous relief.38 Raimondi’s composition could be a conflation of Federighi’s reliefs. Though 
the similarity of the two conflicts between Hercules and Nessus and Hercules and the unknown 
centaur has understandably led to some iconographic slippage in older scholarship, there is no 
evidence that Raimondi’s print and Andreoli’s workshop maiolica dish were meant to show 
Nessus.  I therefore propose to rename these images as Hercules Defeating a Centaur. 
Raimondi’s engraving, dating to the first decade of the sixteenth century, presents a 
close-up view of a virile Hercules holding down the similarly youthful and muscular centaur; 
Hercules’ left knee digs into the centaur’s back, while he brandishes the handle of a club (only 
the stem is visible) and prepares to deliver the blow. The centaur, prostrate on the ground, 
struggles to break free of Hercules, who tries to push the creature’s right arm down with his left 
																																								 																				
38 Jörg Rasmussen, The Robert Lehman Collection, Volume 10: Italian Maiolica (New York: The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1989), 195. Hercules used an arrow to kill Nessus and a club to destroy the giant Cacus; the artist’s 
choice of the club was probably due to his confusing the stories. 
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hand. A withered tree stands behind them with a sign bearing the words “DIVO ER / CVLI (to 
the Divine Hercules).”39 The maiolica plate includes the two figures, the tree, and the sign in the 
exact same position; however, the desolate background that constitutes Raimondi’s engraving 
has now become a lush and verdant landscape with a view of a city and mountains. Deianira is 
absent from both works, furthering substantiating that the centaur here is not Nessus; while the 
engraving shows no sign of the river, the maiolica dish does include a narrow body of water that 
leads from the edge of the grassland, where the figures are positioned, to the town in the 
background.  
Basing maiolica istoriato on prints was common practice, but the Hercules, Nessus, and 
Deianira myth was no different from other illustrated stories intended to instruct both brides and 
grooms in proper moral conduct befitting married couples. The maiolica would have been 
displayed in rooms where guests could enjoy, decipher, and discuss the images before their eyes. 
Much like the small bronzes that will be analyzed in the next section, the lusterware discussed 
here could be easily moved to a different area of the house; aside from its didactic purposes, it 
was also cherished for its beauty and craftsmanship. 
 
Abduction and Defeat in Bronze Plaquettes 
 
The representation of Nessus’ Abduction of Deianira on plaquettes suggests that we are 
now moving out of the camera, where the imagery was instructional for young women, and into 
the studiolo, where these small, functional items were cherished and handled, most often, by 





quickly became fashionable.40 As allusions to antiquity, Renaissance patrons regarded these 
small sculptural reliefs as precious treasures. Plaquettes were also appealing because they were 
portable; they were relatively lightweight, easy to carry, easy to conceal, and intricately detailed. 
Furthermore, their modest size and subject matter made them ideal objects for collectors and 
they were often given as gifts among friends, fellow humanists, or business partners.41  
Medals and plaquettes differed in that medals almost always featured images on both 
sides of the object, with a portrait on the recto and a mythological, historical, or religious scene 
on the verso. Plaquettes, on the other hand, were almost always one-sided; they, too, featured 
mythological, religious, or classical scenes, but never portraits. Plaquettes could be integrated 
into small pieces of furniture where they would be at eye-level; placed as panels within 
functional boxes, such as inkstands or sandboxes; installed in sword and dagger pommels, 
liturgical paxes, and armor; affixed into book-bindings, and so forth.42 Benvenuto Cellini (1500-
1571) describes them as fashion accessories: “and amongst the other beautiful works of that time 
[1524], people used to make certain medallions in the thinnest of gold, for wearing on a beret or 
on a hat; and on these medallions were depicted figures in low relief or medium relief, and 
totally in the round, which were beautiful things to behold.”43 Plaquettes and medals were 
usually kept in the patron’s studiolo, where they could be admired at leisure. Functional items 
embellished with biblical, historical, or mythological imagery enhanced the humanist décor of 
the studiolo itself, while demonstrating the patron’s knowledge of classical texts and 
																																								 																				
40 Douglas Lewis, “Introduction: The Past and Future of the Italian Plaquette,” Studies in the History of Art: Volume 
22, Italian Plaquettes, ed. Alison Luchs (Baltimore, MD: Garamond/Pridemark Press, Inc., 1989), 11-12. According 
to Lewis, Renaissance plaquettes were not produced or collected throughout the Italic peninsula but limited 
geographically to central and northern regions; later their popularity extended to “southern Germany, central France, 
and the Low Countries.” 
41 Marika Leino, Fashion, Devotion, and Contemplation: The Status and Functions of Italian Renaissance 
Plaquettes (Bern, Switzerland: Peter Land AG, 2013), 118-19. 
42 Christopher B. Fulton, “The Master IO. F.F. and the Function of Plaquettes,” in Luchs, Studies in the History of 
Art: Volume 22, 143; Leino, 129.  
43 Leino, 190, cites Cellini’s text from Il trattato dell’oreficeria..  
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numismatics. Much of the imagery on these plaquettes was based on ancient coins, which, as 
discussed in chapter five, were prized objects in humanist collections.  
As noted in the first section of this chapter, the prototype for the motif of the centaur 
carrying away a young woman was already available on cassoni during the mid-fifteenth century. 
This imagery was also reproduced by brothers Tommaso (1460-1525) and Jacopo Rodari on the 
Como Cathedral’s statue of Pliny the Elder (c. 1480) and again on the Porta della Rana (1507) 
base relief, which features a centaur carrying a nymph (fig. 8.24) or Nessus Abducting 
Deianira.44 Marika Leino argues that the large number of extant caskets and inkstands with 
detailed images of centaurs carrying maidens (fig. 8.25), meant they were produced en masse 
and “intended for the scholar-collector rather than for the very top of the market.”45  While some 
reliefs feature these maidens resisting the unwanted advances of the centaur others display 
subdued maidens. The inclusion of Deianira’s attempted rape on objects mainly used within a 
room that would most often be utilized by the family patriarch suggests that this subject was - of 
interest to the male viewer. In this context, would the subject be considered didactic or, rather, 
does it suggest the male’s fantasy of acting on his sexual appetites? Or perhaps it is a moral 
message that he should restrain his sexual appetites? These questions remain unanswered since 
there is no extant literary evidence to explain how these images were received. 
Moderno and Andrea Briosco (1470-1532), known as Riccio, produced the largest 
number of plaquettes to include Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira imagery. Riccio’s triangular-
shaped sandbox (fig. 8.26), for example, was functional and used for drying ink; the box featured 
three relief bronze panels: St. George Battling the Dragon, Nessus Abducting Deianira, and 
Cupid afloat on his quiver. Riccio’s inclusion of the Nessus myth merely serves here as one 
																																								 																				
44 Ibid., 138. 
45 Ibid., 137. 
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example of the popularity of the subject, which seems to have reached its peak in plaquettes with 
numerous casts created between 1475 and 1510. However, there are some examples that exist 
beyond this timeframe: a pugnale, or dagger, dating to 1500-1550, includes two concave 
plaquettes featuring Nessus Abducting Deianira (fig. 8.27), and as late as 1577, the image of 
Hercules destroying a centaur forms part of the sculptured armor on a saddle given to Alessandro 
Farnese (1545-1592).46 The pugnale medals are similar stylistically to Moderno’s earlier 
plaquettes of the same subject (fig. 8.28), particularly the cast located in the Bargello Museum. A 
comparison of the two reveals the exact same position of Deianira attempting to escape from 
Nessus, seated atop Nessus in a backward position. The centaur’s robe flutters in the wind, as do 
Deianira’s hair and garment; the effects are the same in both medals except that in Moderno’s 
relief the bodies take up slightly more space and, therefore, there is the necessity to bend the 
torsos to fit the curve of the medal. Four holes are visible in Moderno’s medal, suggesting that 
this object was probably attached to furniture.   
Moderno places his figures upon a platform and omits any reference to the river; instead, 
he forgoes the minor details and emphasizes the figures themselves. However, Riccio, active 
during the same period, executes the same subject (fig. 8.29) and includes the river flowing 
horizontally with Nessus and Deianira in the central position; the foreshortened figure of Nessus 
gives him the appearance of leaping out from the confines of the relief. In the distance, a 
landscape is juxtaposed against the horizon.  
Moderno’s background varies according to the format of the bronze; his Hercules and a 
Centaur (fig. 8.30) presents a centaur-like creature with lower extremities that conform more to a 
																																								 																				
46 The armor is located in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Ruestkammer, in Vienna, Inventory A 1132. 
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lion’s body than a horse.47 Hercules, formidable and determined to destroy the monster, leans 
forward with the full force of his body weight resting upon his left leg; the tension in his body is 
defined by the taut muscles and tendons rippling through his skin. The massive lion’s head with 
mouth agape is strewn across Hercules’ back, while he wrestles with the centaur. The centaur’s 
upper body is bent backward in an unusual position, his grimace revealing the agony that he is 
enduring. Hercules holds the creature in deadly embrace as he crushes the centaur’s torso with 
his arms; this figural composition vastly differs from the other popular image of Hercules (or 
Lapith) forcing his knee into the centaur’s back and pushing the creature down to the ground.  
The figures are positioned along the foreground of the rectangular plaquette, which 
features a single hole in the top center; the background includes a marvelously detailed scene of 
ancient ruins. Douglas Lewis argues that the Roman amphitheater, shown to the right, references 
the arena in Verona, Moderno’s native city; to the left, there is a large rectangular structure with 
two visible square arches and written across the façade in capital letters is the artist’s signature: 
O. MODERNI.48 A steep outcrop of rocks lies between the buildings. Given the rectangular 
shape of the object, Moderno was able to incorporate more details, whereas the circular format 
was limited in space, forcing the artist to accommodate to the setting.  
Moderno did create a circular plaquette (fig. 8.31) depicting the exact imagery found in 
his rectangular version. The central roundel homes in on the actual figures and the architectural 
landscape framing the scene is cropped. The narrative is then framed by another circular frieze 
illustrating a continuous decorative motif of palmettes and scrolls. While no classical source 
featuring this exact composition of Hercules fighting the centaur seems to exist, this particular 
																																								 																				
47 Several casts of this plaquette exist; the Bargello dates its cast to 1486-90. See appendix, nos. 110, 121, 172 for 
the list of casts and their locations. 




figural composition does appear on the relief sculpture (fig. 8.32) of the Porta della Rana, Como 
Cathedral, in 1507, which suggests that either Moderno was aware of the Como relief or his 
composition predates the cathedral relief.49 Regarding patronage, Lewis argues that Moderno 
was familiar and friendly with the humanist courts at both Mantua and Ferrara and therefore the 
patron who commissioned the Labors of Hercules series could have been someone from Duke 
Ercole I d’Este’s court in Ferrara or, even more probable, a Mantuan, namely Ercole’s daughter, 
Isabella, famed for her artistic patronage.50  
 
Vincenzo de’ Rossi, Giambologna and Late-Sixteenth-Century Sculptures of Hercules 
Slaying a Centaur and Nessus Abducting Deianira  
 
The vogue for plaquettes in Italy appears to have reached its peak from 1485-1500 and 
declined by the 1530s; by the mid-to-late-sixteenth century, statuettes and large-scale sculptures 
featuring centaurs were in greater demand.51 The first known large-scale Renaissance statue of 
Hercules Slaying a Centaur (fig. 8.33) is attributed to the sculptor Vincenzo de’ Rossi (1527-
1587). Rossi, born in Fiesole but active in Florence, was working in Rome in late 1560; after he 
met and impressed Duke Cosimo I with his statue Theseus and Helen, the duke decided to 
patronize Rossi, bringing him back to Florence and commissioning large-scale episodes from the 
Labors of Hercules, one of which was Hercules Slaying a Centaur.52 Hildegard Utz notes that 
																																								 																				
49 John Pope-Hennessy, Renaissance Bronzes from The Samuel H. Kress Collection (London: Phaidon Press, 1965), 
43, no. 136, fig. 155. 
50 Lewis, “The Plaquettes of ‘Moderno’ and his Followers,” in Luchs, Studies in the History of Art: Volume 22, 111. 
51 Lewis, “Introduction: The Past and Future of the Italian Plaquette,” in Luchs, Studies in the History of Art: 
Volume 22, 12.  
52 Hildegard Utz, “The Labors of Hercules and Other Works by Vincenzo de' Rossi,” The Art Bulletin 53:3 
(September 1971): 347; Vasari, ed. Milanese, 7:627, devotes less than two pages to Rossi in his Vite but he does 
compliment the sculptor’s artistic abilities when referring to the Theseus and Helen group Cosimo I had seen in 
Rome: “delle quali figure non è possibile farne oltra con più diligencia, studio, fatica e grazia.” For more recent 
literature on Giambologna’s works, see Giambologna: gli dei, gli eroi, ed. Beatrice Paolozzi Strozzi and Dimitrios 
Zikos (exh.cat., Florence: Bargello, 2006) and Giambologna: Triumph des Körpers, ed. Wilfried Seipel (exh. cat., 
Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum, 2006). On de’ Rossi and Giambologna, see Michael Cole, Ambitious Form: 
Giambologna, Ammanati and Danti in Florence (Princeton: Princeton U Press, 2011), 139-45. 
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the first two sculptures – completed by 1568 – from the Labors commission were Hercules and 
Cacus and Hercules Slaying a Centaur; seven other episodes were completed around 1584 and 
placed in the Sala dei Cinquecento in the Palazzo Vecchio; one, Hercules Carrying the Celestial 
Sphere, was later removed and placed at the entrance of the Villa Poggio Imperiale.53 Utz 
references seventeenth-century art historian and biographer Filippo Baldinucci (1625-96), 
writing in 1681, who claims that there were five other group statues (thus making a full twelve 
labors) that had been “roughly hewed out by Vincenzo de’ Rossi and that two of them had been 
left at Leghorn and three others at the bridge of Signa.”54  
Rossi’s Hercules Slaying a Centaur shows Hercules wrestling with the creature and 
holding the centaur’s arm behind his back. The centaur is forced into a position where his equine 
body is pressed to the ground and his hind legs are parallel to the base. Hercules stands 
straddling the centaur’s body but his stance is somewhat awkward. Wielding his club in 
preparation to strike, Hercules looms over the creature and looks down directly into the centaur’s 
face. The centaur struggles but he has not given up the fight; his forelegs bent into an 
uncomfortable position (fig.8.34), he twists his upper body to face his opponent while gripping a 
club in his right hand. Although the centaur struggles, the manner in which Rossi has positioned 
the figures makes it evident that Hercules will be victorious. The dramatic poses and expressions 
of the figures attest to Rossi’s study of Michelangelo’s oeuvre while in Rome, as well as his 
interest in capturing the animated narratives found in ancient sarcophagi. Rossi’s Hercules 
Slaying the Centaur features the centaur’s pose – body pressed to the ground – that would 
resurface in Florentine sculptures of the same subject by Giambologna and his pupils. 
																																								 																				
53 Utz, 348-49, argues that the works completed in 1584 were probably carved by different sculptors, who were 
either pupils working under Vincenzo or sculptors working under the influence of Giambologna. 
54 Ibid.  
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Giambologna, born Jean de Boulogne, was a native of Douai, a city in northern France 
under the duchy of Flanders. He trained in Flanders under the sculptor and engineer Jacques 
Dubroeucq (1510-1584) and around the age of twenty, he traveled to Rome where he would 
remain for the next one to two years studying ancient Roman ruins, unearthed antiquities, 
architecture and painting.55 Giambologna’s formidable sculpture Hercules and the Centaur (fig. 
8.35), his final large-scale marble sculpture (1599), looms large in its original location, the 
Loggia dei Lanzi. The figural group is a massive undertaking that focuses on fluidity, movement, 
foreshortened limbs, contorted poses, and dramatic content. These qualities are evident in the 
centaur’s forelegs, which are bent to a near-breaking point, and in the way the weight of 
Hercules’ body bears down upon the creature’s torso, which is forced backwards, the centaur’s 
head just inches away from its own spine. Bulging veins – evident in both figures – have reached 
the point of implosion due to the mounting pressure of Hercules’ body and the force through 
which the hero restrains his captive.  
The tension produced by both bodies is palpable. Holding the centaur’s head up with his 
knee, Hercules lifts the club with his left hand and prepares to deliver the deathblow. His lion 
skin has slipped onto the centaur’s back. The dramatic facial expressions convey the gravity of 
the situation: Hercules’ face is full of determination as he looks away from his enemy, focusing 
all of his strength on defeating the creature; his brow is furrowed, cheeks are sucked in as he 
holds his breath from the pressure of exerting his force, and his lips are pressed together. The 
centaur’s head, which Hercules grips forcefully with his left hand, is positioned over Hercules’ 
bent knee; the creature struggles to no avail. His face is contorted in agony; his brow is also 
furrowed, not with the determination to destroy but rather the struggle to break free from his 
assailant. The centaur’s mouth is agape as he fights to breathe and release himself from 
																																								 																				
55 Charles Avery, Giambologna: The Complete Sculptures (London: Phaidon Press, 1987), 15. 
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Hercules’ grip. Unlike Rossi’s earlier grouping, the centaur here lacks a club; Giambologna has 
deprived the centaur of his weapon and presents the figures in the final stages of combat, where 
Hercules is already deemed victorious.  
Again, this centaur is not Nessus, whom Hercules slays after completing his twelve 
labors. The massive sculpture is most likely based on an earlier composition from the Labors of 
Hercules – a commission from the Salviati family – which resulted in a silver statuette of 
Hercules and the Centaur (lost work) in 1576; by 1581 at least two had been executed in bronze, 
as mentioned in Simona Fortuna’s letter to the Duke of Urbino dated 27 October 1581: “a 
centaur half a braccio high which he [Giambologna] made for Cavaliere Gaddi and another 
similar statuette he made for Signore Jacopo Salviati.”56 In 1594 Giambologna’s patron, Grand 
Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici, commissioned from him “a Hercules in the act of killing the 
centaur… and this beautiful statue left his studio in a finished state on 19 November 1599.”57  
Giambologna’s figural group bears a striking resemblance to a badly damaged, 
fragmented ancient statue of the same subject of which only the torso of the centaur and the base 
remained; the statue was discovered in Rome in 1579, coinciding with Giambologna’s journey to 
the city, which suggests that he was aware of the ancient statue.58 According to Avery, “the 
fragments were integrated and mounted on a new, triangular base with a support for the centaur’s 
belly and then forwarded to Florence in 1589”; in Florence, the statue was reworked by 
Florentine sculptor Giovanni Battista Caccini (1516-1613), who added the figure of Hercules as 
well as providing the centaur with a head and a left arm; he finished the restoration (fig. 8.36) by 
8 July 1595.59 The group was moved into the Uffizi Gallery in 1597, where it is currently on 
																																								 																				
56 Avery, Giambologna, 114 and 251-52; the letter is reprinted and translated in Avery, appendix no. 4. 
57 Ibid., 114, 117.  




view. Avery is the first to acknowledge that the pose of Giambologna’s 1599 sculpture was 
inspired by Caccini’s restored ancient statue, since Giambologna’s earlier compositions featured 
two other distinct centaur positions: one where the centaur’s haunches and rump are pressed to 
the base in a horizontal position, like Rossi’s figural group; the other, used for the large-scale 
marble, shows the centaur’s front legs bent and forced into a kneeling position while he struggles 
to keep his back legs raised and off of the ground.  
Avery observes that the motif of the centaur’s raised position was already in existence by 
1588, as noted on Michele Mazzafirri’s (1530-1597) medal of Ferdinando I, whose verso (fig. 
8.37) depicts Hercules over the kneeling centaur; however, Avery neglects to cite an earlier 
inspiration for the centaur’s semi-raised pose: Raimondi’s 1504/09 engraving (fig. 8.21) and 
Andreoli’s workshop maiolica dish dated 1525 (fig. 8.22). While the engraving and dish show 
Hercules pressing his knee onto the centaur’s back instead of straddling his body, the centaur’s 
pose bears a striking resemblance to these images. Giambologna’s colossal statue was widely 
praised by Florentines and the popularity of the subject is reflected in the numerous statuettes 
produced by his followers, such as the Florentine sculptor Antonio Susini, whose Hercules 
Slaying a Centaur (fig. 8.38) was based on Giambologna’s model and survives in several 
museum collections. Susini’s statuettes offered patrons the opportunity to collect bronzes for 
private consumption. 
Statuettes, like plaquettes, were fashioned as collector’s pieces and placed inside a library 
or private studio. The proclivity for owning and producing small bronzes was inspired by ancient 
Roman prototypes discovered during the mid-fifteenth century.60 Furthermore, their delicate 
craftsmanship reflected the exceptional skills of the artists, who were often trained as goldsmiths 
																																								 																				
60 Donald R. McClelland, “Introduction,” in Renaissance Master Bronzes from the Collection of the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna, ed. Manfred Leithe-Jasper (exh. cat., London: Scala Publications, 1986), 14. 
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or silversmiths. Donald R. McCleeland describes the function of decorative objects as “meant to 
be handled, caressed, and passed from one observer to another.”61 Like plaquettes, the portability 
of statuettes made them perfect gifts among those of higher social or political status, yet small 
bronzes, which varied in the quality of production, also graced the private rooms of “knights, 
churchmen, merchants and mercenaries, statesman and scholars.”62 Lewis claims that bronze 
statuettes were intended as adornments for “cabinets of curiosities” and “a unifying characteristic 
would have been the function of such a chamber as a place of private retirement, for study and 
contemplation,” where the object could be admired, handled, and cherished.63  
Giambologna’s statuette of Deianira’s abduction was never realized in a large-scale 
marble sculpture; however, surviving documentation from the Salviati archives lists a bronze 
statuette currently in progress in December 1575, the subject of “un Centauro che rapisce una 
donzella di Bronzo di Giambologna.”64 Giambologna’s The Abduction of Deianira (fig. 8.39) 
survives in three signed and documented copies: one was a gift from Grand Duke Ferdinando I to 
Duke Christian I of Saxony, in Dresden, where it has remained and is currently in the Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen; the remaining statuettes are in the Louvre Museum and the Henry E. 
Huntington Library and Art Gallery, San Marino, California.65 The bronze in the Louvre, bearing 
the signature "IOA BOLONGIE” across Nessus’ headband, is considered the earliest of the three 
statuettes and was one of two copies gifted to King Louis XIV by his royal gardener, André Le 
Nôtre, in 1693.66  
																																								 																				
61 Ibid., 15. 
62 Douglas Lewis, “On the Nature of Renaissance Bronzes,” in Renaissance Master Bronzes, 19. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Manfred Leithe-Jasper, in Renaissance Master Bronzes, 206. 
65 Ibid., 208; Avery, Giambologna, 145.  




The impact of Giambologna’s Nessus Abducting Deianira composition, like his Hercules 
Slaying the Centaur, was that it served as the model for numerous other statuettes executed by 
Tacca (fig. 8.40) and Susini. Susini utilized Giambologna’s model for another Salviati 
commission but he also created an altered version where Nessus holds Deianira in his arms and 
her body lies across his back (fig. 8.41); in this version, Deianira’s left foot does not act as a 
support for her body. Susini’s bronze statuettes were highly prized, by Giambologna himself, but 
also by others in and beyond the Italic peninsula. Baldinucci’s “Notizie di Antonio Susini” 
describes the popularity of the Nessus Abducting Deianira statuette, among others, as well as the 
numerous bronzes Susini produced in his workshop and his prolific sales:  
Among the great quantity of figures, which he [Susini] cast in bronze, were many of 
 those his master had produced, particularly a centaur in the act of abducting Deianira, 
 which so pleased that same master that he wanted it for himself, sending Pietro Tacca to 
 take it, from whose hand he [Susini] received in exchange a gift of two hundred scudi, 
 and the great reputation of that work having spread from then on, it was profitable for 
 Susini to cast many of them, for which the same price was paid; the same happened to the 
 beautiful copy, which he also made of the Centaur of the canto a’ Carnesecchi, and it 
 wasn’t long before his studio began to be visited continually by people of great 
 importance, as many Italians as foreigners, each to supply himself with his [Susini’s] 
 works. 67 
 
The success of these statuettes ensured their prolific production; furthermore, the subject 
matter itself provided sexual content for the male patron but also contemplation on the image. 
Lewis notes that “the imperfect civil society of the race of satyrs… reminds contemplative men 
of the imperfect distinction of human from bestial nature, that is, of the central ambiguity of 
																																								 																				
67 Filippo Baldinucci, Notizie de' professori del disegno da Cimabue: in qua, per le quali si dimostra come, e per chi 
le bell' arti di pittura, scultura, e architettura lasciata la rozzezza delle maniere greca, e gottica, si siano in questi 
secoli ridotte all' antica loro perfezione (Florence: V. Batelli e Compagni, 1853), 4:110-11: “Fra gran quantita di 
figure, che egli getto di bronzo, furono molte di quelle, che aveva messe in opera il suo maestro, e particolarmente 
un centauro in atto di rapire Dejanira, che tanto piacque allo stesso maestro suo, che le volle per se, mandandolo a 
pigliare per mezzo di Pietro Tacca, per mano di cui n'ebbe in contraccambio un regalo di dugento scudi, e da li 
innanzi essendosi di quell' opera sparsa gran fama, convenne al Susini gettarne molti, che gli furon pagati lo stesso 
prezzo; il medesimo occorse della bellissima copia, ch' ei fece pure del Centauro del canto a' Carnesecchi, e non 
ando molto, che la sua stanza incomincio ad esser visitata del continuo da personaggi di grand'affare, tanto italiani, 
che d'oltre i monti, ciascuno per provvedersi di sue opere.” Translation by James M. Saslow.  
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humanity itself.”  Although he substitutes satyrs for centaurs, this theory applies to both types of 
hybrid creatures; furthermore, with regard to Giambologna’s, Susini’s, and Tacca’s bronzes of 
Nessus Abducting Deianira, Lewis claims that “this frenzy of animal passion is unleashed by a 
mythical creature half man and half beast, though in other personifications (such as that of 
Chiron as the wise teacher of heroic youth) the centaur exemplifies instead the ideal union of 
animal potency and human genius.”68  
 
Conclusion 
 After 1520, the emphasis on the Neoplatonic centaur diminished and the focus shifted 
back to the creature’s associations with lust and barbarism; thus the expressly violent subjects 
Nessus Abducting Deianira and Hercules Slaying the Centaur became fashionable. The themes 
of sexual assault and heroic triumph as represented by these subjects were frequently shown in 
Italian Renaissance art, in both private and public contexts. The function of these subjects 
determined the media in which they were executed: the paintings, particularly those intended for 
the camera, served didactic purposes for young brides and grooms; the plaquettes were to be 
handled and admired by the patron or owner; statuettes were also decorative objects that were 
intended for collectors and to be placed in the library or studio, where they would be touched and 
admired from all angles.  
In contrast, Rossi’s and Giambologna’s large-scale figural groups of Hercules Slaying the 
Centaur were both Medici commissions and placed in public areas; hence these sculptures 
carried with them political connotations of strength and fortitude, and they acted as a metaphor 
for Florence and the Medici remaining victorious over tyrants and enemies. Brute strength – as 
demonstrated through Hercules brandishing a club, which he carved himself, as opposed to the 
																																								 																				
68 Lewis, “On the Nature of Renaissance Bronzes,” in Renaissance Master Bronzes, 21. 
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intellect associated with the skill of archery – implies that courage comes from within and 





 The fantastic and otherworldly physical nature of the centaur, along with all other hybrid 
monsters, piqued the curiosity and artistic imagination of Greco-Roman artists and their 
successors. These two-natured beings existed only in myth, yet artists breathed life into sculpture 
and painting, where the centaur took on a tangible form and became a reality in the eyes of the 
spectator. Civility overcoming barbarity and reason overruling disorder are the lessons to be 
learned from the dual nature comprising the centaur; this duality is in constant conflict. However, 
centaur imagery executed in Renaissance Italy between 1300 and 1600 presented the most 
unusual, imaginative, and unprecedented works, which demonstrate the centaur’s struggle with 
tempering his/her animal instincts and allowing his/her human side to take control.   
While images of the traditionally savage, lustful centaur ran concurrent with these never-
before-seen positive images, the latter works emphasized the centaur’s humanity. Artists from 
Botticelli, Piero di Cosimo, Filippino Lippi, and Giovanni Maria Falconetto to Benedetto di 
Montagna imbued centaurs with a range of complex emotions from sadness to happiness, and 
exhibited these creatures in atypical scenes where they demonstrated human-like qualities from 
familial love to marital love. These artists also brought new interpretations to centaur imagery by 
presenting the creature as an introspective and subdued figure, as in Botticelli’s Pallas and the 
Centaur, as well as a beneficent and thoughtful guide, as in Benedetto di Montagna’s St. Anthony 
and the Centaur. This dissertation has argued that these unorthodox images allowed for a more 
complicated reading of centaur imagery, which can be interpreted through the Neoplatonic 
philosophy that was widely studied during the mid-to-late-Quattrocento. 
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 The images discussed in this dissertation and the works cited in the appendix, which lists 
two hundred and ninety-two works, are by no means exhaustive. Nevertheless, many of the 
images included in this dissertation provide convincing evidence for the positive trajectory of 
centaur images between 1470 and 1535. Moreover, the popularity of the centaur in the 
Renaissance as a figure explored for its physical anatomy (combining human and horse) is 
exhibited in the numerous objects in which artists included them; these range from relief 
sculpture to large-scale sculpture, panel painting to fresco, lusterware to plaquettes, and other 
decorative and personal objects, such as inkstands, armor and cameos. The narrative given here 
also takes into account the vast corpus of Greco-Roman mythology and ancient literary sources, 
as well as the literature of early Christian writers, both of which elaborate on centaurs in detail or 
briefly touch upon their history. In order to analyze Renaissance centaur imagery, the literature 
on this creature provides a basis upon which to deconstruct the centaur’s physical and behavioral 
characteristics. 
 The Greco-Roman descriptions of the savage centaur, which populated the pagan myths 
of antiquity, presented a fierce and relentless beast, rude and uncivilized, unable to control his 
lust, temper his violent outbursts, or handle his consumption of wine. The most popular ancient 
myths to feature the barbaric nature of these hybrids are the Battle between the Lapiths and 
Centaurs and Nessus Abducting Deianira. While these stories were not forgotten over the 
centuries, centaurs during the Middle Ages became detached from their original Greco-Roman 
myths; instead, they began to reflect Christian moral codes and they were seen more as 
mischievous imps leaping across the pages of illuminated manuscripts and lurking surreptitiously 
among the lintels and capitals of church architecture. For medieval Christians the centaur’s dual 
nature of man and beast still represented a constant inner struggle; however, this struggle took on 
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a deeper meaning as it became more spiritual and could be understood as the fight between good 
and evil, spiritual and animal. This concept is best illustrated in images relating the apocryphal 
story of St. Anthony Abbot meeting the centaur. While the centaur himself, in this story, 
represents a “demon” or monster from the pagan world, he also represents the acceptance of 
Christianity as the true religion. Furthermore, the centaur aids St. Anthony in his quest to find St. 
Paul and, therefore, can be interpreted as an intercessor or beneficent guide sent from God; my 
argument for the centaur as a beneficent guide is best exemplified in Benedetto di Montagna’s 
painting where the centaur – dressed as a Dominican novitiate and wearing the rosary – is deeply 
engaged in conversation with St. Anthony.  
 In a similarly favorable, but more secular vein, Renaissance images of Chiron present a 
celebrated healer and teacher who reflected humanist ideals. Chiron’s tutelage and his influence 
on the great heroic princes Achilles and Jason made the centaur an inspired figure and one with 
which Renaissance rulers, royalty, and scholars often sought to associate themselves. King 
Francis I commissioned Rosso Fiorentino to fresco his gallery at Fontainebleau with episodes 
from the life of Achilles, which included Chiron’s skillful mentoring in hunting, archery, 
swimming, and combat, all of which defined princely education; meanwhile, Giulio Clovio was 
employed by the Farnese family, for whom the artist created an impresa of Chiron bearing the 
motto of Chirone magistro for Orazio Farnese. Chiron represents the balanced, civilized, and 
enlightened centaur. Although he is two-natured, Chiron, unlike other centaurs, is immortal; 
having been sired by the god Saturn and the Oceanid nymph Philyra, Chiron was raised by the 
celestial twins Apollo and Diana, who taught him the arts of healing, divination, music, and 
archery. Chiron’s astute knowledge of various subjects marks him as the ideal humanist 
educator, which made learned Renaissance patrons hold him in high esteem. The lesson to be 
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learned from the centaur is to exercise restraint and to find a balance between animal and human 
behavior; Chiron exemplifies this balance.  
 This dissertation has argued that Renaissance artists and patrons were fascinated by the 
brutal nature of the centaur but many of them were also interested in attempting to reconcile the 
centaur’s man/animal nature by emphasizing the civilized characteristics that are inherent within 
them. This emphasis on humanity provided a challenge for artists, since the traditional image of 
the centaur in battle was one that represented savagery or hypocrisy. Yet Renaissance artists 
were successful in meeting their challenges; the transmutation of centaur imagery from negative 
to positive, between 1470 and 1535, is clearly evident in specific works by innovative artists like 
Botticelli, Piero di Cosimo, and Filippino Lippi. While the number of “positive” centaur images 
is not vast, there are enough works to demonstrate that this shift in traditional representations 
did, in fact, exist.  
 The methodology I have utilized is an iconographic approach; chapters are arranged 
thematically and works are analyzed according to Christian symbolism; battle imagery (namely 
the centauromachy); all'antica motifs based primarily on an ancient sardonyx centaur cameo; 
Bacchic imagery; the transition of centaurs from medieval mischievous imps in illuminated 
manuscripts to more classicized centaurs as imprese; scenes of compassion and tenderness; 
Chiron as healer and tutor, and his metamorphosis into Sagittarius; and scenes of lust, rape, and 
violence as noted in images of Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules. Furthermore, the atypical images 
analyzed in many of these chapters and discussed in relation to Neoplatonic studies emphasize a 
deeper reading of the centaur, one that underscores the elevation of the centaur’s soul. Positive 
centaur images flourished alongside the more traditional images of the savage centaur, but the 
fact that artists invented such unorthodox images demonstrates that there was an interest in 
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tapping into and illustrating the civilized side to the centaur; I have argued that this interest was 
inspired by Neoplatonic philosophy and Marsilio Ficino’s writings on the subject.  
 My Neoplatonic interpretation of centaurs, as well as the analysis of varying aspects of 
centaur iconography, contributes to the expanding scholarship on animal imagery and animal 
hybridity, particularly during the Renaissance.  While this dissertation has limited its scope to the 
Italic peninsula between 1300 and 1600, it allows for further study of centaurs in the post-
Renaissance world. Later Italian artists, such as the Neapolitan Baroque artist Luca Giordano 
(1634-1705), who continued to draw inspiration from mythological sources as realized in his 
dramatic account of the Centauromachy (1680s), and the eighteenth-century Roman-school artist 
Pompeo Girolamo Batoni (1708-1787), whose three paintings featuring Thetis, Chiron, and 
Achilles continues to reference Chiron’s importance as an educator and mentor, show that 
centaur imagery continued long after the Renaissance.1 
 Shifting from chronology to geography, and moving beyond Italy, Renaissance Europe, 
particularly France and Germany, witnessed a surge in mythologically inspired works. The 
episode of St. Anthony Abbot and the Centaur populated French illuminated manuscripts and was 
featured in the Limbourg brothers’ lavishly illustrated Très belles Heures de Notre-Dame (c. 
1375-1400) and Belles Heures of Jean de France, duc de Berry (1405-08/09).2 German 
Renaissance artists Albrecht Dürer, Albrecht Altdorfer (1480-1538), and Hans Sebald Beham 
(1500-1550) captured the creature in drawings and engravings, such as Dürer’s The Centaur 
Family (1505), Altdorfer’s Centaur Carrying a Vase with Fire (early 16th century), and Beham’s 
																																								 																				
1 Giordano’s Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs is located in the Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. Batoni’s 
paintings on Chiron are as follows: Thetis Entrusts Achilles to Chiron (before 1761), National Gallery, Parma; 
Chiron and Achilles (before 1746), Uffizi Gallery, Florence; and Thetis Takes Achilles from the Centaur Chiron 
(1768-70), Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. 
2 St Anthony and the Centaur, in Très belles Heures de Notre-Dame, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département 
des Manuscrits NAL 3093, fol. 239v; and in Belles Heures of Jean de France, duc de Berry, The Cloisters 
Collection, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, fol. 192r. 
	
260	
Hercules Killing the Centaur (1542).3 Altdorfer’s engraving perfectly replicates the centaur in 
the Medici sardonyx cameo, which clearly reflects his knowledge of the gem or, at least, the 
numerous copies of the object, while adding the element of fire to the vase that originally held 
fruit.  
 As in Italy, the Baroque period in France and Germany also saw the continuation of 
mythologically inspired works where centaurs continued to be relevant figures. However, in Italy 
the significance of the centaur’s Neoplatonic interpretation ceased to exist after the early 
sixteenth century; furthermore, the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century images lacked the 
philosophical flavor embedded in their Italian Renaissance predecessors. Nevertheless, works 
like Batoni’s series on Chiron and Achilles deserve attention and perhaps comparisons can be 
made between Renaissance images of Chiron and those by later artists.  
 This dissertation has demonstrated that there is room for further investigation into hybrid 
monster images during the Renaissance and beyond. The dual-natured centaur is remarkable in 
its complexity both physically and emotionally. The monstrosity ascribed to the fusion of human 
and horse presented a challenge to the Renaissance artist, who imbued the centaur with either the 
traditional characteristics with which it was associated or, as in the case of Piero di Cosimo and 
Botticelli, allowed the centaur to express rarely seen feelings of love, tenderness, anguish, and/or 
submission. Renaissance Italy saw images of the monstrous centaur that were full of passion, 
rage, and irrational thought, yet it also witnessed the inventive and unprecedented works 
describing the human aspect of this creature as civilized, humanized, calm, and thoughtful. As 
																																								 																				
3 Dürer’s work, National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC; Altdorfer, Metropolitan Museum, New York; Beham, 
Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco.  
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Douglas Lewis concisely summed it up, “the centaur exemplifies the ideal union of animal 
potency and human genius.”4 
																																								 																				








Figure 0.1. Unknown Italian artist, lintel displaying dragon, lion, mermaid, St. Michael, centaur, 
griffin, and dragon, c. 1070. Sculpture. Church of San Michele on Foro, Lucca. (Photo: Martin 





Figure 0.2. Phidias, detail of centaur and Lapith, from the Centauromachy, 447-438 BC. Marble. 




Figure 0.3. Greek, Centauromachy, c. 460 BCE. Marble. West pediment, Temple of Zeus, 
Olympia. Olympia Archeological Museum. (Photo: Mark Cartwright via Ancient.eu accessed on 









Figure 1.1. Maestro delle Vele, Allegory of Obedience, from Franciscan Allegories, c. 1310-20. 






Figure 1.2. Italian (Sienese), St. Anthony (predella panel), c. 1355-88. Tempera on panel. 







Figure 1.3.  Pietro Nelli (?), St. Anthony Meets a Centaur and a Satyr, c. 1370s. Fresco. 











Figure 1.4. Florentine artist, St. Anthony Abbot, Centaur, and Satyr (predella), c. 1475-1500. 








Figure 1.5. Bicci di Lorenzo, St. Anthony Cycle: St. Anthony, St. Paul, and the Centaur (left); 
The Raven Brings Bread to Saints Anthony and Paul (right), c. 1421-36. Fresco. In situ, Church 






Figure 1.6. Roberto d’Oderisio, St. Anthony Abbot, St. Paul, and the Centaur, from Vitae 
Patrum, c. 1350. Illuminated manuscript. Morgan Library and Museum, New York, MS M.626 




Figure 1.7. Tuscan Artist, Centaur Pharmacy Jar, 14th c. Maiolica. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 





   
 
Figure 1.8. Attributed to Niccolò di Tommaso, St. Anthony and the Centaur, c. 1370-1410. 





Figure 1.9. Agnolo Gaddi, St. Anthony Meets the Centaur, c. 1386. Fresco. In situ, Santa Croce, 





Figure 1.10. Martino di Bartolomeo di Biagio, St. Anthony Tormented by Demons and Meeting 
the Centaur (predella panel), c. 1390s. Tempera on panel. Lost work.  






    
 
Figure 1.11. Master of the Osservanza/Sano di Pietro, The Meeting of Saint Anthony and Saint 
Paul (predella panel), c. 1430/35. Tempera on poplar panel. National Gallery of Art, 





Figure 1.12. Benedetto di Montagna, St. Anthony Abbot and the Centaur (predella panel), c. 




Figure 1.13. Benedetto di Montagna (?), St. Anthony Abbot on His Journey, c. 1535. Tempera 










Figure 1.14. Albrecht Durer, The Monstrous Pig of Landser, c. 1496. Engraving. 




Figure 1.15. Benedetto di Montagna, The Adoration of the Holy Trinity with the Virgin Mary and 
St. John the Baptist, c. 1535. Oil on canvas. Musei Civici, Pinacoteca,Vicenza. (Photo: © 2016 - 






       
 
































Figure 2.1. Giuliano da Sangallo, Parthenon with details of the Centauromachy, copy after 
Ciriaco d’Ancona, from Libro di disegni di Giuliano da Sangallo, c. 1480s. Drawing. Vatican 
City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. Barb. Lat. 4424, fol. 28v. (Photo: Diana Gilliland 





       
 
Figure 2.2. Milan. Unknown artist, Metamorphoses: Book 12, Lapiths fighting Centaurs, 1446. 
Morgan  Library and Museum, New York, MS M.938, fol. 121r. (Photo: Trinity Martinez). 
 
Figure 2.3. Giovanni di Fano, Lapith and Centaur, from Basinio de' Basini's Hesperides, c. 
1462-65. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. Lat. 6043, fol. 15r. (Photo: Warburg 
















Figure 2.4. Roman Sarcophagus Battle of Bacchus and Retinue with Indians and an Amazon, c. 







Figure 2.5a. Roman, Sarcophagus, 2nd century CE. Front relief, Centaurs and Men in Wrestling 
Matches. Marble. Vatican, Sala delle Muse (Photo: Bober and Rubenstein, Renaissance Artists 





Figure 2.5b. Roman, Sarcophagus, 2nd century CE. Sides of vessel; Centauromachy. Marble and 





    
 
Figure 2.6. Jacopo Bellini, altar with detail of Centauromachy; altar flanked by two centaurs, c. 











Figure. 2.8.  Filippino Lippi, Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules and Herm Pointing at Man and 
Centaur in Combat, mounted on a page from Vasari’s Libro de’ disegni, after 1488. Drawing 
after Roman sarcophagus, 2nd century CE, from the Vatican, Sala delle Muse. Nationalmuseum, 





Figure. 2.9. Filippino Lippi, detail of Assumption of the Virgin, 1489-91. Fresco. Lower left 






Figure. 2.10. Baccio Bandinelli, Lapiths Battling Centaurs, mid-16th century. Drawing after 
Roman sarcophagus, 2nd century CE, from the Vatican, Sala delle Muse. Louvre Museum, Paris, 





Figure. 2.11. Giovanni Battista Franco, Centaurs Wrestling Lapiths, 16th century. Drawing after 
Roman sarcophagus, 2nd century CE, from the Vatican, Sala delle Muse. Christ Church Picture 










Figure 2.12. Italian artist, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs, 16th c., drawing of a lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd CE, from the della Valle collection. Princeton University Museum (Photo: 





Figure 2.13. Italian artist, Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1550-62. Drawing after a lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd CE, from the della Valle collection. Trinity College Library, Cambridge, UK, 








Figure 2.14. Giovanni Battista Franco, Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1530-61. Drawing after 






Figure 2.15. Amico Aspertini, detail of Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1532-35.  Drawing 
after a lost Roman sarcophagus, 2nd CE, from the della Valle collection. Istituto Centrale per la 






Figure. 2.16. Agostino Carracci, detail of Battle of Centaurs and Greeks, c. 1575-1600. Drawing 
after a lost Roman sarcophagus, 2nd CE, from the della Valle collection. Christ Church Picture 







Figure. 2.17. Amico Aspertini, Men on Horseback Hunting Bulls Followed by an Ox Cart and 
Fighting Centaurs, c. 1532-35. Drawing. British Museum, London, Sketchbook 1, fol. 12v-13r.  






Figure. 2.18. Amico Aspertini, Centaurs Battling Men; Armor, c. 1532-35. Drawing. British 





Figure. 2.19. Amico Aspertini, Centaurs Battling Satyrs, c. 1532-35. Drawing. Uffizi Gallery, 








Figure. 2.20. Michelangelo, Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, c. 1491-92. Marble. Casa 











Figure 2.22. Bertoldo di Giovanni, Equestrian Battle of Romans and Barbarians, 1491. Bronze 







Figure 2.23. Piero di Cosimo, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs, c. 1500-10. Oil on panel. National 





























Figure 2.27. Andrea Mantegna, Lamentation over the Dead Christ, c. 1483. Tempera on canvas. 







Figure 2.28. Unknown artist from Derruta or Gubbio, Centaur and Centauress Battling, c. 1500-






Figure 2.29.  Master of the Bergantini Bowl, The Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, 1525. 






Figure 2.30.  Painter of the Apollo Basin, The Rape of Hippodamia, 1533. Maiolica. Private 






Figure 2.31. Florentine artist, after Pollaiuolo, Fighting Beasts Regarded by Soldiers, Florence, 
c. 1480-1500. Engraving. Department of Drawings, British Museum, London (Photo: © The 





Figure 2.32. Marco Zoppo, Two Centaurs in Battle, c.1465-74. Drawing. Department of 






Figure. 2.33. Enea Vico, after Rosso Fiorentino, The Rape of Hippodamia, 1542. Engraving. Los 






     
 
 
Figure 3.1. Donatello and assistants, Passion Pulpit, c. 1460-66. Bronze relief sculpture. San 





Figure 3.2. Donatello and assistants, Resurrection Pulpit, c. 1460-66. Bronze relief sculpture. 







     
 
Figure 3.3. Roman, Centaur, 2nd century BCE. Sardonyx cameo. National Archeological 





Figure 3.4. Bertoldo di Giovanni (?), detail of Centaur Medallion, c. 1460s. Stone sculpture. 






       
 
Figure 3.5. Unknown Florentine artist, Centaur w/Basket and Thyrsus, c. 1450-70. Bronze 





Figure 3.6. Bertoldo di Giovanni, Ebrietas, c.1479. Marble relief. Courtyard, Palazzo Scala-








Figure 3.7. Giovanni delle Corniole (?), Centaur, late-15th c. Carnelian cameo. Rijksmuseum van 





Figure 3.8.  Jacopo Rodari, relief of centaur carrying basket and thyrsus, from the Porta della 






Figure 3.9. Bertoldo di Giovanni (?), detail of putti frieze, from fig. 3.2, the Resurrection Pulpit 





Figure 3.10 Bertoldo di Giovanni (?), centaurs bearing clypeus, detail from fig. 3.2, the 





Figure 3.11. Roman, sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus, front featuring Bacchic 







Figure 3.12. Roman, Musician Centaur with Thyrsus and Drum and a Herm of Herakles, 117-
138. Fragment of marble panel, from Hadrian’s Villa, Rome. Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, 











    
 






Figure 3.15. Giuliano da Sangallo, Courtyard, c. 1470s. Palazzo Scala-Gherardesca (Four 






    
 
Figure 3.16. Comparison details of centaur from Ebrietas (fig. 3.6) and the Roman sardonyx 
Centaur cameo (fig. 3.3). 
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Figure 3.17. Comparison details of cauldron and flames from Ebrietas (fig. 3.6) and the clypeus 




     
 
Figure 3.18. Comparison of Roman sardonyx Centaur cameo (fig. 3.3) and the carnelian Centaur 















Figure 4.1. Roman, sarcophagus front featuring Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne, 






Figure 4.2. Roman, Sarcophagus front featuring Indian Triumph of Bacchus and Hercules, 






Figure 4.3. Roman, Sarcophagus relief of Indian Triumph of Bacchus, c. 2nd century. Villa Ada, 





Figure 4.4. Roman, Funerary Cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia, 50 BCE. 







Figure 4.5. Michele di Giovanni da Fiesole, frieze of Marriage Procession of Bacchus and 
Ariadne, c. 1450s. Stone relief sculpture. Sala di Ercole e Iole, Palazzo Ducale, Urbino (Photo 










Figure 4.6. Comparison of fireplace frieze (fig. 4.5) and sarcophagus front featuring Marriage 






Figure 4.7. Attributed to Baccio Baldini, The Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne 















Figures 4.8 - 4.11.  Marcello Fogolino, Bacchic Procession, c. 1516-1525. Fresco. Ca d’Oro, 









Figure 4.12. Luzio Luzi, The Triumph of Ariadne, c. 1543-48. Fresco. Sala dell’Adriano, Castel 






Figure 4.13. Jacopo Ripanda, The Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne, c. 1506-10. 







Figure 4.14. Battista Franco, The Marriage Procession of Bacchus and Ariadne, c. 1549. 












Figure 4.15. Neroccio di Bartolomeo de' Landi, Triumph of Bacchus and Sketch of Centaur 




Figure 4.16. Galeazzo Mondella (Moderno), The Triumph of Bacchus, c. 1500. Drawing. Louvre 






Figure 4.17.  Amico Aspertini, copy of sarcophagus relief of Indian Triumph of Bacchus 





Figure 4.18. Studio of Giulio Romano, copy of sarcophagus relief of The Indian Triumph of 










Figure 4.19. Girolamo da Carpi, Bacchus, Chariot Group, and Centaur, c. 1525-50. Drawing. 







Fig. 4.20. Roman or Tuscan artist, copy of Sarcophagus of Lucius Julius Larcius Sabinus front 
featuring Bacchic Thiasos (Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne), 16th c.  Drawing. Royal Collection 
Trust, Windsor Castle (Photo: Rea Alexandratos, Castle Royal Library). 
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Figure 4.21. Filippino Lippi, The Raising of Drusiana, 1502. Fresco. Strozzi Chapel, Santa Maria 




Figure 4.22. Lippi, Detail of Funerary Cippus of Amemptus Freedman of Empress Livia, from 






Figure 4.23.  Enea Vico, Frontispiece, Le imagini delle donne auguste intagliate in istampa di 
rame, con le vite, et ispositioni di Enea Vico sopra i riversi delle loro medaglie antiche, 1557. 
Engraving. Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz, E 6110 (RARO), fol. 1r. (Photo: Digital 















Figure 5.1. Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 1, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript, Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria, Mss. Lat. 422, fol. 511r.  







Figure 5.2.  Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 2, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript. Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria, Mss. Lat. 423, fol. 552r. (Photo: World 





Figure 5.3. Taddeo Crivelli and assistants, Bible of Borso d’Este, vol. 2, 1455-61. Illuminated 
manuscript. Modena, Biblioteca Estense Universitaria, Mss. Lat. 423, fol. 553v.  
(Photo: World Digital Library). https://www.wdl.org/en/item/9910/view/2/556/ 
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Figure 5.4. Francesco di Antonio del Chierico, frontispiece to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, 
1458. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence, Pluteo 82.3, fol. 4r.   
(Photo: Fintoni, Imaginary Creatures, 55). 
 
Figure 5.5. Unknown illustrator, frontispiece to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, 1469. 




   
 
Figure 5.6. The Putti Master, frontispiece to Livy, Historiae Romanae decades, 1470. Vienna, 
Nationalbibliothek, Inc. 5.c.9, fol. 24. (Photo: Armstrong, Renaissance Miniature Painters & 







Figure 5.7. Unknown artist, frontispiece to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics; Oeconomica; 
Leonardo Bruni, Isagogicon, early 1470s. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea 







Figure 5.8. Mariano del Buono (?), frontispiece to Collection of speeches and letters,  
c. 1470s. Illuminated manuscript. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence, Pluteo 47.35, fol. 




Figure 5.9. Mariano del Buono (?), Book 12, Virgil’s Aeneid, c. 1480s. Illuminated manuscript. 






Figure 5.10. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, Francesco Sassetti’s Tomb, c. 1480-85. Marble 
relief sculpture w/traces of gilding. Sassetti Chapel, Sta. Trinita, Florence (Photo: Web Gallery 
of Art).  
 
                            
 
Figure 5.11.  Roman, Reverse of silver Antoninianus of Valerian, Centaur, Gallienus, 
Mediolanum, 258 CE. American Numismatic Society, New York, 1988.10.1.  (Photo: American 




Figure 5.12. Roman, Reverse of Bronze Triens, Hercules Battling a Centaur, 217-215 BCE. 








Figure 5.13. Attributed to Domenico, David, and Benedetto Ghirlandaio, David, detail of exterior 





   
 
Figure 5.14. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of left roundel, Francesco Sassetti’s Tomb 
(fig. 5.10). (Photo: Trinity Martinez). 
 
Figure 5.15. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of right roundel, Francesco Sassetti’s 





Figure 5.16. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Francesco Sassetti portrait roundel 









Figure 5.17. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Erotes frieze with centaurs, Francesco 







Figure 5.18. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, detail of Death of Meleager with centaurs, 






Figure 5.19. Roman, Sarcophagus relief with Scenes from the Death of Meleager, c. 2nd century 
CE. Marble. Torno Collection, Milan (formerly Montalvo Collection, Florence). 






Figure 5.20. Attributed to Giuliano da Sangallo, Nera Corsi’s Tomb, c. 1480-85. Marble relief 
sculpture w/traces of gilding. Sassetti Chapel, Sta. Trinita, Florence (Photo: Sailko via 





Figure 5.21. Detail of left medallion, Nera Corsi’s Tomb, c. 1480-85 (fig. 5.20). (Photo: Miguel 





   
 
Figure 5.22. Roman, Nereids and Tritons with the Triumph of Neptune, fragment of sarcophagus 
front, second half of 2nd century CE. Schloss Klien-Glienicke, Berlin (Photo: Bober and 
Rubenstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture, fig. 100i). 
 
Figure 5.23. Unknown artist, Nereids and Tritons with the Triumph of Neptune, after a damaged 
sarcophagus front, second half of 2nd century CE. Villa Medici, Rome (Photo: Bober and 




Figure 5.24. Unknown Italian artist, Nereids and Tritons with the Triumph of Neptune, after a 
damaged sarcophagus front, c. 1549-55.  Drawing. (Photo: Bober and Rubenstein, Renaissance 




Figure 5.25. Roman, Nereids and Sea Centaurs: Marine Thiasos, sarcophagus front, late 2nd 
century – early 3rd century CE. Marble relief. Museo dell’ Opera del Duomo, Siena. 
(Photo: Bober and Rubenstein, Renaissance Artists and Antique Sculpture, fig. 104). 
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Figure 6.1. Botticelli, Pallas and the Centaur, c. 1482. Tempera on canvas. Uffizi Gallery, 













Figure 6.3. Florentine, Tondo of Medici device of interlaced diamond rings, c. 15th century. 













Figure 6.5. Andrea Mantegna, Pallas Expelling the Vices from the Garden of Virtues, 1502. 




Figure 6.6. Detail of centaur, from fig. 6.5, Pallas Expelling the Vices from the Garden of Virtues 






Figure 6.7. Botticelli, The Calumny, 1498. Painting on panel. Uffizi Gallery (Photo: ARTstor/ (c) 















Figure 6.10. Unknown artist (Florence or Lucca?), cassone, c. 1485-90. Carved poplar wood. 










Figure 6.12. Tuscan artist, cassone, featuring Ceres searching for Proserpina; satyrs and centaurs, 
c. 1475-1500. Wood with painted and gilded plaster decoration. Philadelphia Museum of Art. 





Figure 6.13. Roman, Dionysiac sarcophagus, late 2nd. Vatican Museum, Musei Vaticani, Galleria 


















Figure 6.15. Giovanni Maria Falconetto, Leo, c. 1520s. Fresco. Sala dello Zodiaco, Palazzo 










Figure 6.17.  Roman, Sarcophagus with myth of Dionysus and Ariadne, c. 235 CE. Marble. 













Figure 6.19. Piero di Cosimo, The Hunt, c. 1485-1500. Tempera and oil transferred to Masonite. 




Figure 6.20. Piero di Cosimo, Return from the Hunt, c. 1485-1500. Tempera and oil on wood 




















Figure 6.23. Detail of Hylonome and Cyllarus, from fig. 2.23, Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs  






























Figure 7.1. Campanian artist, Arthemisia leptafillos (Artemisia vulgaris, L., Mugwort), Chiron 
the Centaur and Diana, early 9th c. Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS Pluteo 73.41, 







    
 
Figure 7.2. Campanian artist, Chiron and Asclepius, from the Herbarium Apulei, in Medical 
miscellany, c. 1250-1300. Illuminated manuscript. Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 
MS Pluteo 73.16, fol.142v. (Photo: Fintoni, The Library on Display, 27). 
 
Figure 7.3. Unknown artist, Asclepius, Chiron the Centaur and Plato (Apuleius Platonicus), 
from the Herbarium Apulei, c. 1000-25. Illuminated manuscript. London, The British Library, 
Cotton MS Vitellius C. iii, fol.19r. (Photo: Collins, Medieval Herbals, 172). 
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Figure 7.4. Unknown artist, Chiron and Six Physicians, from De materia medica, of Pseudo-
Dioscorides Pedanius of Anazarbos, c. 1500. Illuminated manuscript.  
Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Chig. F. VII. 159, folio 233r. (Photo: The 
MacKinney Collection of Medieval Medical Illustrations, public domain). 
 
Figure 7.5. Unknown Greek artist, Chiron and Six Physicians, from De materia medica, of 
Pseudo-Dioscorides Pedanius of Anazarbos, c. 513. Illuminated manuscript. Vienna, 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, MS Med. gr. 1 (Codex Vindobonensis), folio 2v. (Photo: The 







Figure 7.6. Perino del Vaga, Apollo Entrusting the Child Asclepius to the Centaur Chiron, 1547. 







Figure 7.7.  Domenico Buti, Apollo Entrusting Asclepius to Chiron, c. 1570-75. 
Oil on panel, Studiolo of Francesco I, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence (Photo: ARTstor/ (c) 2006, 







Figures 7.8. Attributed to Jacopo Sellaio, Scenes from the Story of the Argonauts, part 1, c. 1465. 
Tempera on wood. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Photo: Metropolitan Museum of 




Figures 7.9. Attributed to Biagio d’Antonio, Scenes from the Story of the Argonauts, part 2, c. 
1465. Tempera on wood. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York  (Photo: Metropolitan 






Figures 7.10. Detail of Jason consulting Chiron on Mt. Pelion, with Hercules and Orpheus, from 






Figures 7.11. Annibale, Lodovico, and Agostino Carracci, Mock Funeral of the Infant Jason, c. 







Figures 7.12. Annibale, Lodovico, and Agostino Carracci, Episodes in the Youth of Jason, c. 








Figure 7.13. Bartolomeo di Giovanni, Procession of Thetis, c. 1490-1500. Oil on panel. Louvre 




Figure 7.14. Bartolomeo di Giovanni, Wedding of Peleus and Thetis, c. 1490-1500. Oil on panel. 











Figure 7.16.  Bithynia, Prusias II Kynegos of Bithynia, Coin, featuring bust of Dionysus 






Figure 7.17.  Roman, Chiron Teaching Achilles to Play the Lyre, 1st century CE. Fresco. From 
Herculaneum, National Archeological Museum, Naples (Photo: ARTstor/ (c) 2006, Scala, 





Figure 7.18. Greco-Roman, Cameo ring, featuring Chiron teaching Achilles to play the lyre, 2nd 
– 1st century BCE. Red jasper intaglio. Walters Museum of Art, Baltimore, Maryland (Photo: 




Figure 7.19. Mantuan or Ferrarese artist (formerly attributed to the Master of the Orpheus 
Legend), Achilles Taking Leave of Thetis and Chiron, c. 1475-1500. Bronze plaquette.  National 




















Figure 7.22. Detail of Bacchus, hybrids and nymphs, from fig. 7.14, Wedding of Peleus and 




Figure 7.23. Rosso Fiorentino, The Education of Achilles, c. 1533-39. Fresco. Galerie François I, 






    
 
Figure 7.24. Giulio Clovio, Detail of Chiron, Farnese Book of Hours, 1546. Illuminated 








Figure 7.25. Attributed to Workshop of Giulio Romano, Chiron and Achilles, c. 1530-40. Oil on 






Figure 7.26. Followers of Giulio Mazzoni and Daniele da Volterra (?), The Education of 






Figure 7.27. Follower of Daniele da Volterra, Giulio Mazzoni and workshop, Thetis Entrusts 
Achilles to the Centaur Chiron, c. 1550. Fresco. Sala di Achille, Palazzo Spada, Rome (Photo: 





Figure 7.28. Filippino Lippi, Wounded Centaur, c. 1500. Oil on panel. Christ Church, Picture 






Figure 7.29. Detail centauress and her young centaurs, from fig. 7.28, Wounded Centaur ( Photo: 










Figure 7.30. Giovanni Maria Falconetto, Sign of Sagittarius, c. 1520s. Fresco. Sala dello 







Figure 7.31. Detail of Jupiter sending Chiron/Sagittarius into the heavens, from fig. 7.30, Sign of 
Sagittarius (Photo: Artstor (c) 2006, Scala, Florence / Art Resource, N.Y.). 
 
 
   
 
Figure 7.32. Detail of Sagittarius flying over Pegasus, from fig. 7.30, Sign of Sagittarius (Photo: 
Artstor (c) 2006, Scala, Florence / Art Resource, N.Y.). 
 
Figure 7.33. Milan, attributed to Venturino Mercati (active 1473-1480), Sagittarius, from Book 
of Hours, c. 1470-80. Illuminated manuscript. Morgan Library and Museum, New York, MS 






Figure 7.34. Baldassare Peruzzi, Astrological Ceiling, c. 1511. Fresco. Villa Farnesina, Rome 







Figure 7.35. Giovanni Antonio Vanosino da Varese, Ceiling of Constellations, c. 1573-75. 




Figure 7.36. Giovanni Antonio Vanosino da Varese, Lorenzo Sabatini and Ottavio Mascherino, 







Figure 7.37. Lorenzo the Younger Costa and Ippolito Andreasi, Zodiac Ceiling, c. 1575-80. 






Figure 7.38. Detail of Sagittarius and the Sun (Apollo), from fig. 7.34, Astrological Ceiling, 





Figure 7.39. Detail of Sagittarius, from fig. 7.37, Sala dello Zodiaco, Palazzo Ducale, Mantua. 

















   
 
Figure 8.1. Attributed to Pollaiuolo Workshop, Cassone, c. 1450-75. Wood carving and gilding. 




Figure 8.2. Attributed to Sienese artist (possibly follower of Francesco di Giorgio Martini?), 
Cassone, c. late 15th century. Pine with gilt and painted gesso. Minneapolis Museum of Art, 






Figure 8.3.  Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del Buono, Cassone side panel featuring Nessus’ 
Abduction of Deianira, c. 1450. Tempera and gesso on wood. Cincinnati Museum of Art, Ohio 




Figure 8.4. Unknown Florentine, Cassone panel featuring The Rape of Deianira, c. 1450-99. 









Figure 8.5. Attributed to Jacopo Bellini (studio), The Rape of Deianira, c. 1460s (?). Tempera on 




Figure 8.6. Antonio and Piero del Pollaiuolo, Hercules and Deianira, c. 1475-80. Oil on panel 
transferred to canvas. Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT (Photo: Yale University Art 






Figure 8.7. Antonio Filarete, detail of Nessus’ Abduction of Deianira, 1432-45. Bronze door.  





   
 
Figure 8.8. Attributed to Lo Scheggia, The Triumph of David (central panel); attributed to the 
Master of the Cassone, right end panel, Nessus, Deianira, and Hercules, c. 1467 and mid-late 
1470s. Tempera and silver on gold ground panel. Christie’s Old Master Auction, 8 December 







Figure 8.9. Roman, Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira, date unknown. Mosaic. National 







Figure 8.10. Roman, sarcophagus featuring ichthyocentaurs carrying nymphs, c. 2nd half of the 







Figure 8.11. Roman, sarcophagus featuring marine thiasos, c. 2nd half of the 2nd century CE. 






Figure 8.12. Roman, sarcophagus featuring marine thiasos, c. 2nd half of the 2nd century CE. 








Figure 8.13. Veronese, Hercules, Deianira, and the Centaur Nessus, c. 1586. Oil on canvas. 





Figure 8.14. Giulio Romano and Studio, detail of Nessus and Deianira Giving the Shirt to 






Figure 8.16. Giulio Romano, Nessus and Deianira Giving the Shirt to Hercules, 1524-34. 





Figure 8.17. Giovanni Jacopo Caraglio, after Rosso Fiorentino painting, Hercules Killing the 
Centaur Nessus, c. 1524. Engraving. Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford (Photo: 







Figure 8.18. Workshop of Guido Durantino (Urbino), Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira, c. 1525-





Figure 8.19. Attributed to Sforza di Marcantonio, Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira, c. 1538-40. 





Figure 8.20. Orazio Fontana, Hercules, Nessus, and Deianira, c. 1565-71. Maiolica. British 





Figure 8.21. Marcantonio Raimondi, Hercules Defeating the Centaur, c. 1504/09. Engraving. 





Figure 8.22. Workshop of Maestro Giorgio Andreoli, Hercules Defeating the Centaur, 1525. 






Figure 8.23. Antonio Federighi, Siena Baptismal Font, panel detail Hercules and the Centaur, 
before 1467. Marble. Cathedral, Siena. (Photo: Marilena Caciorgna, “The Figure of Hercules and 
the Path of Virtus: Spiritual and Iconographic Motifs,” in I Quaderni del Ramo d’Oro on line 





Figure 8.24.  Tommaso and Jacopo Rodari, relief of centaur carrying nymph, from Porta della 






Figure 8.25. Paduan artist, writing casket featuring pair of centaurs carrying nymphs, c. 1500. 







Figure 8.26. Andrea Briosco (Riccio), Sand-box, Nessus Abducting Deianira, c. 1490-1530. 
Bronze relief. Victoria and Albert Museum, London (Photo © Victoria and Albert Museum). 
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Figure 8.27. Italian (Moderno?), Pugnale with inserted plaquettes featuring Nessus Abducting 
Deianira, c. 1500-50. Bronze relief. Bargello Museum, Florence (Photo: Trinity Martinez). 
 
Figure 8.28. Moderno, Nessus Abducting Deianira, c. 1500-07. Bronze plaquette. Bargello 






Figure 8.29.  Andrea Briosco (Riccio), Nessus Abducting Deianira, c. 1500-32. Bronze 
plaquette. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art, public 
domain).  
 
   
 
Figure 8.30. Moderno, Hercules and a Centaur, 1507 or before. Bronze plaquette. National 






Figure 8.31. Moderno, Hercules Fighting a Centaur, early 16th century. Bronze plaquette. British 





Figure 8.32. Tommaso and Jacopo Rodari, relief of Hercules battling a centaur, from Porta della 





   
 
Figure 8.33. Vincenzo de’ Rossi, Hercules Slaying a Centaur, side view, c. 1568. Marble. 
Palazzo Vecchio, Florence (Photo: Trinity Martinez). 
 




   
 
Figure 8.35. Giambologna, Hercules Slaying the Centaur, 1599. Marble. Loggia dei Lanzi, 







Figure 8.36. Roman copy after Greek original, additions by Giovanni Caccini, Hercules Slaying 




Figure 8.37. Michele Mazzafirri, Model for reverse of a medal showing Hercules Slaying a 
Centaur, c. 1587-88. White wax on slate. British Museum, London (Photo: Avery, 






Figure 8.38. Antonio Susini, Hercules Slaying a Centaur, after model by Giambologna, cast c. 




Figure 8.39. Giambologna, The Abduction of Deianira, c. 1576. Bronze statuette. Louvre 





Figure 8.40. Pietro Tacca, Nessus and Deianira, modeled after sculpture by Giambologna, late 





Figure 8.41. Antonio Susini, Deianira Assaulted by the Centaur Nessus, modeled after sculpture 





  APPENDIX: Centaur Imagery in Italian Renaissance Art 1300-1600 
No. Artist/Region Title/Description Date Medium Repository 













2 Unknown Italian artist 
Carved dagger 
showing centaur 
playing a lute 
c. 1300s Carved ivory 
Accession no. 147:1 
to 4-1866; Victoria 
& Albert Museum, 
London 
3 Unknown Tuscan artist 
Pharmacy jar 










1324-28 Illuminated manuscript 
MS M.511, fol. 6r; 
Morgan Library and 
Museum, New York  
5 
Maestro delle 






c. 1330 Fresco 
In situ, Lower 
Basilica, San 
Francesco, Assisi 








MS M.676 fol. 20v; 
Morgan Library and 





Anthony Abbot the 
Great: Scene, 
Guided by Satyr 






MS M.626 fol. 2v; 
Morgan Library and 
Museum, New York 
8 Andrea Orcagna Hell (north wall), features centaurs 
c. 1354-
57 Fresco 
In situ, Capella 
Strozzi, Sta. Maria 
Novella, Florence 
9 Niccolo di Buonaccorso 
St. Anthony Abbot 








44.555; Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston 
10 Florentine artist (Pietro Nelli?) 
St. Anthony Abbot 
Meets Satyr and 
Centaur 
c. 1370s Fresco 







or Niccolo di 
Tommaso? 
St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur 
c. 1370-
1410 Fresco 
In situ, Santissima 
Annunziata, 
Florence 
12 Unknown Italian artist 
Inferno, Canto XII. 
Dante and Virgil 
before the 
Minotaur 
(depicted here as a 
centaur); Dante 
and Virgil meet 
Chiron, Nessus, 
and Pholus, who 
are followed by 







MS. Holkham misc, 




13 Agnolo Gaddi St. Anthony Abbot and a Centaur 1386 Fresco 
In situ, Castellani 










1386 Illuminated manuscript 
MS M.355 fol. 8r; 
Morgan Library and 





St. Anthony Abbot 





16 Florentine illuminator 
Dante’s Inferno, 
Canto XXV, 






MS. Lat. 4776, fol. 
85r; Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, 
Paris 











18 School of Squarcione 













Sammlung, Munich  
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c. 1420s Fresco In situ, Palazzo Paradiso, Ferrara 
20 Bartolomeo di Fruosino 
Dante’s Inferno, 
Canto XXV, 










21 Bicci di Lorenzo 
St. Anthony Abbot, 




In situ, Church of 





The Labors of 
Hercules 











Museum of Art, 
New York 












Master of the 
Osservanza / 
Sano di Pietro 
Meeting of St. 
Anthony and St. 
Paul 







National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, 
DC 
25 Luca della Robbia 










1861; Victorian & 
Albert Museum, 
London 
26 Pisanello Centaur, from the Vallardi Album 
c. 1431-
1439 Drawing 
















creature (with bat 
wings) holds gold 
mandorla. Other 
younger demon 
seems to be 
reading from book. 
Centaur with 
outstretched arms 
1434 Illuminated manuscript 
MS. Canon. Misc. 
554, folio 154v; 
Bodleian Library, 
University of Oxford 
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29 Antonio Filarete 
Bronze doors, 
detail of Nessus’ 
Abduction of 
Deianira 
1432-45 Bronze relief 
In situ, St. Peter’s 
Basilica, Rome 
30 Antonio Filarete 
Equestrian Statue 
of Marcus 




1440/45 Bronze statuette 
Accession no. H4 








verso: An altar 
w/relief of Lapiths 
battling a centaur; 
2 centaurs on 







32 Jacopo Bellini 
Hercules Slaying 
the Centaur; 
Nessus with the 
Nymph Deianira 
c. 1440-
70 Drawing Private Collection 
33 Jacopo Bellini 
Top scene shows 
Pegasus w/man or 
Perseus laying on 
his back; below in 
frieze panel is a 
centaur in battle; 







34 Jacopo Bellini (attributed to) 
Drawings of 
antique figures; 










35 Priamo della Quercia 
Divine Comedy: 
Inferno; detail of 
Dante and Virgil 
encountering a 
centaur; and the 
centaur Nessus 
carrying Dante and 
Virgil on his back 






Yates Thompson 36, 
fol. 21v; British 
Library, London 
36 Unknown Italian artist 
Ovid's 
Metamorphoses: 
Book 12, Lapith 
and Centaur 
1446 Illuminated manuscript 
MS M.938, fol. 
121r; Morgan 
Library and 

















Museum of Art, 
Ohio  




c. 1450 Relief sculpture 
Accession no. 
489&A-1899; 





Fiesole called Il 
Greco 





c. 1450s Stone relief sculpture 
In situ; Sala della 
Iole, Palazzo 
Ducale, Urbino 



















no.  161 B); British 
Museum, London 
















Accession no. 748; 
Bardini Museum, 
Florence 
























Fol. 459r; Louvre 
Museum, Paris 
44 Florentine artist 










45 Unknown Florentine artist 
Centaurs, satyrs, 








46 Taddeo Crivelli 
Bible of Borso 
d'Este; shows 
centaur figures; 18 
different 
images/pages.  
1455-61 Illuminated manuscript 
Mss. Lat. 422, fols. 
412v, 414v, 482v, 
509r, 510v, 511r, 
527r, 615r, 616v 
Mss. Lat 423, fols. 
208r, 215v, 245, 
415v, 421v, 546r, 




47 Andrea Mantegna 
San Zeno 
Altarpiece, 
features detail of 





In situ, Basilica of 












1458 Illuminated manuscript 




49 Cristoforo de Geremia 
Bust of Alfonso V 
wearing rich 
cuirass (decorated 
with 2 winged 
figures holding a 
medallion, a group 
of centaurs 
carrying a nymph, 
and a Medusa 
head) 
1458 Bronze medal 
Accession no. 1866, 






The Rape of 











Child with St. 
Dorothy and 
another female 
saint, with a border 
of plants and 
animals; details 
include a centaur 








Bronze Pulpits - 
detail of two 
centaurs bearing 







In situ, San Lorenzo, 
Florence 
53 Bertoldo di Giovanni 
Roundel featuring 
centaur carrying 
basket and thyrsus 
c. 1460s Relief sculpture 
In situ, Palazzo 
Medici-Riccardi 
Courtyard, Florence 














Master Auction Lot 



















1463 Illuminated manuscript 
Fol. 1r; Convento 
dell'Osservanza, 
Siena 
57 Francesco di Simone Ferrucci 






























59 Jacopo del Sellaio 
Scenes from the 
Story of Jason and 





















contains image of 






Fol. 5r; Biblioteca 
Comunale degli 
Intronati, Siena 
61 Marco Zoppo 
Two centaurs 
fighting observed 
by a stag, a walled 

















63 Andrea Mantegna 






In situ, Camera degli 
Sposi, Ducal Palace, 
Mantua 
64 Antonio Federighi 
Baptismal font, 








In situ, Siena 
Cathedral 













Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 
66 Italian Unknown artist 




1469 Illuminated manuscript 











MS M.0389, fol. 
53v; fol. 73v; fol. 
100r; Morgan 
Library and 
Museum, New York 






1470 Illuminated manuscript 







Battle between a 
Lapith and a 
Centaur 






70 Giuliano da Sangallo 
Nessus, Deianira, 
and Hercules c. 1470 Drawing 




71 Giuliano da Sangallo 
Centaur Carrying 
Nymph and Satyrs 
in Bacchic 
procession 
c. 1470 Drawing 






72 Francesco di Simone Ferrucci 
Drawings of a 
horse, Nessus and 
Deianira (?), and 
St. Jerome 
c. 1470s Drawing 
Accession no. 
46.182.7.202. DE 
26; Musée Condé, 
Chantilly, France 







device adopted by 
Francesco: sling 
and stones resting 
on a small fluted 
vase held by 2 
centaurs 
c. 1470s Illuminated manuscript 









c. 1470s Illuminated manuscript 















features a centaur 
holding back 






76 Venturino Mercati 







MS G.14 fol. 16v; 
Morgan Library and 
Museum, New York 




behind the letter 
"I" 
c. 1472 Illuminated manuscript 
Forc.K.1.9, Book 
25; Biblioteca del 
Seminario 
Vescovile, Padua 
78 Putti Master 
Macrobius, 
Aurelius 






c. 1472 Illuminated manuscript 





79 Copy after the London Pliny 
Frontispiece with 
centaurs, nymphs 
and a satyr, 
Scriptores rei 
rusticate 
c. 1472 Illuminated manuscript 








with bow in 








Archivio di Stato, 
Siena 







up coat of arms 
and a satyr 
1474 Illuminated manuscript 













Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 
83 Francesco Laurana  
Bust of a Princess 
from the House of 
Aragon (relief 
depicts scene of 
Nessus and 


















battling a Centaur c. 1475 Drawing 
Accession no. 279 
E; Uffizi, Gabinetto 































87 Florentine artist 
St. Anthony Abbot 






















Museum of Art, MN 
89 Master of the Orpheus Legend 
Achilles Taking his 























Berlin (currently on 




no. GN H 1, 98); 
British Museum 
(fused to medal with 
portrait of 
Alessandro Farnese; 
accession no. G3, 
VP.60) 







Accession no. 1915, 






St. Anthony Abbot 





















holding up coat of 
arms 
1478 Illuminated manuscript 
Fag GG2.1 vol II, 
fol. 1r; Trinity 
College, Dublin 
94 Andrea Mantegna 
St. Sebastian, 
detail in classical 
architecture relief 
shows centaur 




Accession no. R.F. 
1766; Louvre 
Museum, Paris 
95 Guglielmo Giraldi 
Nessus the 
Centaur, Dante, 
Inferno, Canto 12, 
vv. 100-102 
1478-82 Illuminated manuscript 
MS Urb. lat. 365, 
fol. 30v; Vatican 
Museum, Vatican 
City 








97 Mariano del Buono 
Virgil, Aeneid, 
book 12; 2 battling 
centaurs flanking 
the initial "T" 
c. 1480s Illuminated manuscript 









details of the 
Centauromachy 
c. 1480s Drawing 




99 Caradosso Foppa (Milanese) 
Battle of Centaurs 





















In situ, Sassetti 









The Triumph of 
Bacchus and 
Ariadne; right half 
with the lovers in a 
carriage drawn by 










for Dante's Divine 








Reg. lat. 1986. pt. a. 















104 Bernardo Prevedari 






the roundel with 
bust of a man  
c. 1481 Drawing 
Accession no. V, 
1.69; British 
Museum, London 





In situ, Church of 
Sta Maria dei 
Miracoli, Venice 











Bullion. This is 3rd 
in a series of 9 
paintings. One of 
the battle objects 
features a scene of 
a centaur carrying 
of a 
woman/nymph. 
There are two men 
with spears or 
similar objects, a 
satyr pointing a 
spear at the 
centaur, and a 
hound trying to 
bite the centaur's 
left foreleg. Could 











108 Jacopo del Sellaio 
Orpheus and 
Eurydice series: 1. 
Death of Eurydice;  
2. Orpheus in 















(Accession no. 2563 
(OK);  
2) Bohdan & 
Varvara Khanenko 
Museum of Art, 
Kiev (accession no. 
K 115); 










two satyrs playing 
pan flute and pipes 
with a centauress 



























Accession no. 162 
B; Bargello 
Museum, Florence 
111 Filippino Lippi 
Herm Pointing at 
a Man in Combat 
w/a Centaur, 
mounted on a page 
from Vasari’s 
Libro de’ disegni 
c. 1488 Drawing 
Accession no. NMH 
2/1863; 
Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm, Sweden  
112 Filippino Lippi Workshop 
Female Satyr with 
Basket on her 
Head; Woman 
Fighting with a 
Centaur and a 
Satyr, from 
Giorgio Vasari's 
Libro dei disegni 
c. 1488-
92 Drawing 
Accession no. 1338 















MS M.14 fol. 16r; 
Morgan Library and 
Museum, New York 






Accession no. 194; 
Casa Buonarroti, 
Florence 








Accession no. RF 
1347; Louvre 
Museum, Paris 
116 Bartolomeo di Giovanni 







Accession no. RF 
1346; Louvre 
Museum, Paris 
117 Giovanni Bellini Sacred Allegory c. 1490-1500 Painting 
Accession no. 1890 
no. 903; Uffizi 
Gallery, Florence 
118 Unknown Italian artist 









Museum of Art, 
New York 
119 Unknown Italian artist 





















playing the flute; 



















1861; Victoria & 
Albert Museum, 
London 
122 Andrea Briosco (Riccio) 
Sand box for 
drying ink - St. 
George and the 
Dragon, Nessus 
and Deianira, and 









Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London 
123 Unknown Italian artist 
Diana and 
Actaeon w/border 
images of the 
Centauromachy 
1495 Maiolica 








detail of the barrel 






In situ. Ceiling, 
vestibule, Santa 
Croce, Florence 
125 Lauro Padovano 
Martial's 
Epigrammata; 






MS M.0946, fol. 
130r; Morgan 
Library and 
Museum, New York 
126 Cima da Conegliano 
Theseus and the 
Minotaur (shown 




Oil on panel 
Accession no. 1013 
d. t. 55; Pinacoteca 
di Brera, Milan (on 





The Calumny (3 
centaur reliefs): 
Pallas leading a 
centaur; centauress 

















c. 1499 Woodcut 
Book 1, K5v and 
K6r; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
New York 
129 Luca Signorelli Hercules Killing the Centaur 
c. 1499-
1502 Fresco 






The Triumph of 
Bacchus c. 1500 Drawing 
Accession no. 5078r; 
Louvre Museum, 
Paris 
131 Paduan sculptor 
Front of a writing 
casket featuring a 









National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, 
DC 
132 Filippino Lippi The Wounded Centaur c. 1500 
Painting: oil 
on panel 
Accession no. JBS 














c. 1500s Illuminated manuscript 
BAV Chig. F. VII. 




134 Unknown Italian artist 




century CE, from 
the delle Valle 
collection  






135 Unknown Italian artist 
Hercules Battling 
Centaurs  c. 1500s Drawing 
Accession no. 
10422r; Louvre 
Museum, Paris.  
136 Unknown Italian artist 
Battle of Centaurs 
and Greeks, 16th 
c., drawing of a 
lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd 
century CE, from 
the della Valle 
collection 
c. 1500s Drawing Location unknown 




nymphs and an 
image of the 










138 Unknown Italian artist 
Casket with Battle 








1933; Victoria & 
Albert Museum, 
London 
139 Unknown Italian artist 
Centaur in 
labyrinth or maze; 
trees and town in 
background 





140 Unknown Italian artist 
Life of Hercules; 
features Nessus 
and Chiron 
1500s Fresco In situ, Casa Dipinta, Spilimbergo, Italy 




Empress Livia, in 




In situ, Strozzi 
Chapel, Sta Maria 
Novella, Florence 
142 Amico Aspertini 
Bacchus on a 
chariot pulled by a 
centaur, a centaur 
with an urn, a 
figure, a dog and a 








143 Amico Aspertini Various drawings of Centaurs 
c. 1500-
03 Drawing 
Wolfegg Codex, fol. 
















Accession no. 675 
B; Museum, 
Florence 






146 Bernardino Lanzari 
St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur 
c. 1500-
10 Fresco 
In situ, Chiesa di 
San Salvatore, Pavia 







































Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 
150 
Master of the 
Campana 
Cassone 









Accession no. MI 
528; Musée du Petit 
Palais, Avignon, 
France 
151 Benedetto Montagna 
Centaur with 
nymph on his back 







152 Caradosso Foppa (Milanese) 








Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London 
153 Caradosso Foppa (Milanese) 






































Accession no. n. 252 




















Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 
157 Unknown Italian artist 
Hercules, 
Deianira, and 






Lat. Cod. Aureum 
1268, fol. 1r; 
Biblioteca 
Capitolare, Verona 
158 Raphael Sanzio Hercules Battling Three Centaurs 
c. 1500-
25 Drawing 
Accession no. 1476. 
E. r.; Gabinetto dei 
Disegni e Stampe, 
Uffizi, Florence 








Museum of Art, 
New York 
160 Unknown Italian artist 
Pugnale, featuring 
inserted plaquettes 






Accession no. 127 
R; Bargello 
Museum, Florence 









162 Studio of Giulio Romano 




Accession no. 8636 





163 Roman or Tuscan artist 














164 Unknown Italian artist 
Battle of Centaurs 
and Greeks, after a 
lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd 








165 Andrea Mantegna 
Pallas Expelling 
the Vices from the 
Garden of Virtue 
c. 1502 Painting 
Accession no. 371; 
Louvre Museum, 
Paris 







1502 Bronze medal 
Accession no. 
1957.14.669.b: 
National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, 
DC, Samuel H. 
Kress Collection 










Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 









or Master of the 
Oxford Album 
The bridal chariot 









170 Artist from Deruta 





1507 Maiolica Louvre Museum, Paris 
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171 Giacomo Rodari 
Relief sculptures 
on the Como 
Cathedral: Centaur 





c. 1507 Relief sculpture 







Hercules and a 







Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC; 
Accession no. 
2005.163; Fogg Art 
Museum, Harvard 
173 Piero di Cosimo Hunting Scene c. 1507 Painting 
Accession no. 
75.7.2; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
New York 
174 Piero di Cosimo Return from the Hunt c. 1507 Painting 
Accession no. 
75.7.1; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
New York 
175 Giovanni Dideris di Avigliana 
St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur c. 1507 Fresco 
In situ, Chiesa San 
Giovanni Battista, 
Salbertrand 






1855; Victoria & 
Albert Museum, 
London 
177 Jacopo de' Barbari 
Centaur pursued 





178 Polidoro da Caravaggio 
Two Roman 
soldiers, a she-
wolf suckling a 




CAI.412; Victoria & 
Albert Museum, 
London 




c. 1510 Maiolica 
Accession no. 
C.622-1925; 








c. 1511 Fresco In situ, Villa Farnesina, Rome 





182 Giovanni da Udine Centaur 
c. 1515-
30 Stucco relief 
In situ, Vatican 
loggia, Vatican City 





century CE, from 




Fol. 131r; Louvre 
Museum, Paris 





Accession no. 807; 
Ca' d'Oro, Venice. 
This frieze was 
originally executed 
for the Villa 
Trissino-Muttoni 
(‘Ca' Impenta') in 
Vicenza.   
185 Attavante Attavanti 
Two centaurs hold 
up Medici coat of 






MS H.6, fol. 013r; 
Morgan Library and 
Museum, New York 















c. 1520s Fresco 
In situ, Sala dello 
Zodiaco, Palazzo 
d'Arco, Mantua 
188 Giovanni Maria Falconetto 
Leo, featuring 
centauress nursing 
her young centaurs 
c. 1520s Fresco 
In situ, Sala dello 
Zodiaco, Palazzo 
d'Arco, Mantua 
189 Pier Francesco Sacchi 
The Hermits St. 
Anthony, St. Paul 
and St. Hilarion  
c. 1520-
30 Oil on wood 
Accession no. PB 
2922; Museo di 
Sant’Agostino, 
Genoa (formerly in 




190 Enea Vico 
Twelve scenes 
after ancient 
cameos and gems 
c. 1520-
39 Engraving 
Accession no. Ii,5.6; 
British Museum, 
London 
191 Giulio Romano and Studio 
Detail of Nessus 
and Deianira 
Giving the Shirt to 
Hercules 
1524 Fresco 
In situ, Sala dei 









Nessus, from a 










193 Giulio Romano 
Nessus and 
Deianira Giving 













Battle of Lapiths 
and Centaurs; 
above scene is coat 
of arms for 
Francesco 
Guicciardini 



















Museum of Art, 
New York 
196 Unknown artist 
Frieze including 
centaurs: This strip 










Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London 




the vaulted ceiling; 




c. 1525 Fresco 
In situ Chamber of 














Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC 







Accession no. MG D 














48.1497; Walters Art 
Museum, Baltimore, 
MD 






Accession no. 827 
(JBS 524); Christ 
Church Picture 
Gallery, Oxford  























204 Pirro Ligorio 
Frieze w/Bacchus 













Battle of Hercules; 
Hercules Slaying 
Nessus 


















National Museum of 
Scotland, Edinburgh 












208 Giovanni Battista Franco 
Antique cameo 
depicting a woman 
in a chariot 
holding a thyrsus 




















210 Giovanni Battista Franco 
Nessus Abducting 
Deianira; at right 
Hercules fires a 
bow and arrow; a 









211 Giovanni Battista Franco 
Ariadne in a 












century CE, from 







213 Giovanni Battista Franco 
Battle of Centaurs 
and Greeks, 
drawing after a 
lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd c 





Lot 76, July 9, 2008; 
present location 
unknown 
214 Giovanni Battista Franco 




century CE, from 














Museum, New York 
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218 Amico Aspertini 
Men on Horseback 
Hunting Bulls 
Followed by an Ox 































Accession no. W, 
2.43; British 
Museum, London 
221 Painter of the Apollo Basin 
Rape of 
Hippodamia 1533 Maiolica 
Private Collection, 
Europe 
222 Circle of Giulio Romano 
Rape of 
Hippodamia & 
Battle of Lapiths 
and Centaurs - 
parade shield 
c. 1533 Painting on wood 
Accession no. 
174:A, B-1869; 
Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London 
223 Rosso Fiorentino The Education of Achilles 
c. 1533-
39 Fresco 
In situ, Galerie 
François I, Château 
de Fontainebleau 





225 Benedetto Montagna 
St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur c. 1535 
Painting: oil 
on canvas 
(No accession no.) 
Thomas Agnew & 
Sons, London 




c. 1535 Drawing 
 Inv. 12783 F B; 
Uffizi Gabinetto dei 




227 Amico Aspertini 
Detail of Battle of 
Centaurs and 
Greeks, drawing 
after a lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd 
c. CE, from the 
della Valle 
collection 
c. 1535 Drawing 
Accession no. F.N. 2 
(9917) r; Rome, 
Istituto Centrale per 
la Grafica, GNS 
228 Amico Aspertini Centaurs Fighting c. 1535 Drawing 
Accession no. 1383 
E r: Uffizi Gabinetto 
dei Disegni e 
Stampe, Florence 
229 Workshop of Urbino 
Hercules and the 
Centaur Nessus 1535-40 Maiolica 
Accession no. 60 M; 
Bargello Museum, 
Florence 
230 Orazio Fontana Workshop? 
Hercules Slays the 
Centaur Nessus 1535-40 Maiolica 




















232 Orazio Fontana Workshop 
The Rape of 












Nanni di Bartolo 
Battle of Lapiths 




Museum of Art, 
New York 
234 Severo Calzetta da Ravenna 
Centaurs and 
Nymphs - front 









Museum of Art, 
New York 











Enea Vico, after 
Florentine artist 
Rosso Fiorentino 
The Rape of 




Museum of Art, 
California  
237 
Enea Vico, after 
Florentine artist 
Rosso Fiorentino 
or Nanni di 
Bartolo 
Battle of Lapiths 
and Centaurs c. 1542 Print 
Accession no. 
DYCE.1214; 
Victoria & Albert 
Museum, London 
238 Giovanni Bernardi 
Cofanetto 
Farnese: gilded 










239 Prospero Fontana 
Battle of Centaurs 
and Lapiths c. 1543 Drawing 
Christie’s New York 
sale 2820; 30 





Sketches for the 
Design of a casket 
(recto): Battle of 







Museum of Art, 
New York 






In situ, Sala 
Adrianeo, Castel 
Sant'Angelo, Rome 
242 Giulio Clovio 
Farnese Book of 
Hours: Hours of 
the Virgin; centaur 






1546 Illuminated manuscript 
MS. M 0069. Fol. 
112v; Morgan 
Library and 
Museum, New York 
243 Perino del Vaga 
Apollo Entrusting 
the Child 
Asclepius to the 
Centaur Chiron 
1547 Fresco 
























246 Unknown Italian artist 
Nereids and 












Achilles to the 
Centaur Chiron  
c. 1550 Fresco 
In situ, Sala di 
Achille, Palazzo 
Spada, Rome  
248 Luca Cambiaso Rape of Deianira c. 1550-55 Drawing 
Accession no. 
DYCE.342; Victoria 
& Albert Museum, 
London 
249 Unknown Italian artist 
Battle of Centaurs 
and Greeks, after a 
lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd 






fol. 63; Trinity 
College Library, 
Cambridge 





Accession no. 4393; 
Musei Civici, Pesaro 






Accession no. 4392; 
Museo Civico, 
Pesaro 








In situ, Palazzo 
Vecchio, Florence 
253 Marco Marchetti Hercules Kills Nessus 
c. 1550 / 
85 Oil on wood 
In situ, Sala di 
Ercole, Palazzo 






St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur 
c. 1550-
1600 Fresco 











istampa di rame, 
con le vite, et 
ispositioni di Enea 
Vico sopra i 




E 6110 (RARO), fol. 
1r; Kunsthistorisches 
Institut in Florenz 
256 Lattanzio Gambara 
The Wedding of 
Pirithöus and 
Hippodamia (I) 
c. 1560 Fresco 






257 Lattanzio Gambara 
The Wedding of 
Pirithöus and 
Hippodamia (II) 
c. 1560 Fresco 






258 Lattanzio Gambara 
The Wedding of 
Pirithöus and 
Hippodamia (III) 
c. 1560 Fresco 






259 Alessandro Allori 
Fresco decoration 
(includes 
centaurs), on the 
ceiling of the 
Vasari Corridor, 
Uffizi 
c. 1560 Fresco 





Palma il Giovane 
(1544-1628) 
St. Anthony Abbot 
and a Centaur c. 1560 Drawing 
Christie's New York, 
sale 9040; Lot 7; 28 
January 1999 
261 Pastorino de Pastorini 
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narrative on the 
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Hercules Slaying a 
Centaur c. 1568 
Marble 
sculpture 
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Portrait Bust 
featuring centaurs 
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80 Marble bust 
Accession no. A.74-
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271 Agostino Carracci 
Detail of Battle of 
Centaurs and 
Greeks, drawing 
after a lost Roman 
sarcophagus, 2nd 
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Valle collection 
c. 1575 Drawing 
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273 Lorenzo the Younger Costa Zodiac Ceiling 
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80 Fresco 
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Hercules Kills 
Nessus (Part of 
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277 Giambologna The Abduction of Deianira c. 1576 
Bronze 
statuette 
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282 Giovanni Caccini 
Hercules Slays the 




1861; Victoria & 
Albert Museum, 
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283 Gaspare Morone Mola 
Hercules standing 
above a centaur 
























Porta and Carlo 
Moderno 
Centaur, for the 
"water theater" c. 1586 
Marble 
sculpture 
In situ, garden of the 
Villa Aldobrandini, 
Frascati, near Rome 
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Model for reverse 
of a medal 
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289 Giambologna Hercules Slaying the Centaur 1599 
Marble 
sculpture 
In situ, Loggia dei 
Lanzi, Florence 
290 Antonio Susini 
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Assaulted by the 
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